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Editor's Note 
This specia l  issue of the journa l  is on the theme "Ethn icity, Fam­
i ly and Commun ity," wh ich  was the topic o f  o u r  23rd annua l  conference 
held in March 1 995 in Bou lder, Colorado. Mary Kel ly, ou r  special issue 
ed ito r, has selected an exce l lent set of qua l ity art ic les focused on the 
theme. Nowhere more than i n  the f ie ld of ethn ic stud ies do the top ics of  
fam i ly  and comm u n ity p lay such important ro les .  One need on ly look at 
the dynamic changes occurri ng in U . S. society to see how these changes 
inf luence and a re i nf luenced by ethn ic/rac ia l  fam i l ies and the commun i ­
t i es  i n  wh ich  they  res ide .  
I n  her  in t roduct ion ,  Mary Ke l ly  demonstrates how immig rat ion 
has p layed a s i gn if icant role i n  establ i sh ing  ethn icity and ethn ic  identity 
with i n  a societal  context .  It is i mportant to note that recent imm ig rat ion 
cont inues to in f luence both immig rant and non- immigrant pe rspectives 
on ethn ic ity and ethn ic  ident ity. Several themes found  in the art ic les 
revo lve around  topics such as the p ress u res of ass im i lat ion , the mainte­
nance and t ransm ittal of ethn ic  ident ity, ethn ic opt ions re lated to class 
d ifferences, and the emerg i ng  i mpact of eth n ic  identity for mul t i racia l  
ch i ld ren .  In th is latte r respect, the potent ia l  c reat ion of a mu lt i rac ia l  cat­
egory by the federa l  government fo r census pu rposes cou ld  have a tre­
mendous impact on ethn ic/rac ia l  g roups i n  ou r  society. 
Th is  issue also marks the f i rst one with ou r  new jou rna l  t i t le -
Ethnic Studies Review. We have restructu red and combined the pub­
l icat ion of  our  journa l ,  formerly t i t led Explorations in Ethnic Studies, and 
our book rev iew issue,  p revious ly  ca l led Explorations in Sights and 
Sounds, i nto th is new format. In Ethnic Studies Review we wi l l  con­
t inue to publ ish our standard research art ic les,  but wi l l  a lso inc lude re­
search notes ,  as wel l  as the major  review essays and book reviews for­
merly found in o u r  book review issue.  Add it iona l ly, we w i l l  i nc rease the 
number of issues per  vo lume f rom 2 to 3 .  We wi l l  keep  the cu rrent vo l ­
ume n umber i ng  sequence and issues 1 -3 o f  each vol u me w i l l  be pub ­
l i shed i n  Feb ruary, June  and October, respect ive ly. 
M igue l  A .  Carranza 
U n ivers i ty of Nebraska-Li ncoln 
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The Importance of Families and Communities 
in Understanding Ethnicity and Maintaining Ethnic 
Identity 
Mary E. Kelly 
Central M i ssouri State U n ivers ity 
Introduction 
Social  sc ience provides us with a variety of theor ies that at­
tempt to exp la in  the dynamics of race and eth n ic ity. Many of these theo­
r ies are concerned with the bas ic  quest ion of ethn ic  d iffe rence: its or i ­
g i ns ,  pers istence, and dec l i ne .  In the contempora ry l iteratu re on  imm i ­
g rat ion to  the  U n ited States and on  how imm ig rants adjust to  that re lo­
cat ion ,  ass im i lat ion and the persistence of ethn ic identity have often been 
cons idered polar opposites. 1 Researchers ,  however, are beg i nn i ng  to 
f ind that both p rocesses often occur  s imu ltaneously, as when immig rants 
become accu ltu rated i nto American society but a lso mainta i n  o r  even 
construct d i st i nct ethn ic ident i t ies ,  often "symbo l i ca l ly. , ,2 Even though a 
generat ion of immig rants may g ive up  the i r  eth n ic  ident i t ies,  adopt the 
host l anguage ,  and i ntermarry, t he i r  c h i l d re n  or g randch i l d re n  may 
chOose to renew ancestral eth n ic i t ies ,  and i n  so do ing ,  may even con­
tr ibute to the re-ethn ic ization of the i r  parents as adu lts .  Ethn ic ity (and 
eth n ic  ident ity) , therefore , is both a conservat ive fo rce as wel l  as an 
agent of change.3 The art ic les i n  th is  specia l  issue of Ethnic Studies 
Review exp lo re the dynamics of eth n ic ity i n  the U n ited States and 
contextual ize the experience of  var ious g roups with i n  fam i l ies and com­
mun it ies .  
S i nce "Ethn ic ity: Fam i ly  and Commun ity" i s  such a broad top ic ,  
th is  spec ia l  i ssue can on ly captu re a port ion  of  the ve ry i nterest ing  ongo­
i n g  research i n  the area. Wh i le  the a rt ic les inc l uded a re d ive rse , they 
cente r a round the general themes of understand ing  p rob lems associ­
ated with eth n ic ity and eth n ic  ident i ty. Socia l  issues re lated to eth n ic ity 
inc lude i nternal m ig rat ion patterns and provid i ng  pub l ic  assistance to 
imm ig rants. How can commun it ies cope with the needs of d iverse im ­
m ig rant g roups? I s  ass im i lat ion i nto t he  dominant host society always 
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the best sol ut ion for these g roups? Another d iff icu lty assoc iated with 
fam i l ies and ethn ic ity i s  when fam i l ies want the i r  ethn ic o r  rac ia l  cu ltu re 
to be taken  i nto cons iderat ion even when they and the i r  ch i l d ren  are i n  
sett ings outs ide  o f  t h e  home. Two art ic les i n  t h i s  issue focus on  d i lem­
mas of  t ransmitt i ng  ethn ic  cu l ture and ident ity when ch i l d ren  a re o f  a 
d i fferent race o r  ethn ic ity than thei r careg ivers ( inc lud ing with i n  the home) . 
F ina l ly, the issue concludes with art ic les concern ing  the mai ntenance 
and t ransmiss ion of ethn ic  identity. In the case of Vietnamese Amer i ­
cans ,  the focus of  concern is  on the too rap id "Amer icanizat ion"  of  the 
second generat ion .  For Lithuan ian Americans, however, the concerns 
a re somewhat d ifferent .  I nstead , the task fac ing Lithuan ian Americans 
(and other  wh ite ethn ic  g roups) is  how to retai n  ethn ic  ident if icat ion afte r 
several generat ions of accu ltu rat ion , ass im i lat ion ,  and i ntermarr iage i n  
t h e  U n ited States .  
U nderstanding Eth nic ity 
Jenk ins  reminds us that although i nternal p rocesses of group 
ident if icat ion take p lace,  the role  of external categorizat ion (wh ich i n ­
c ludes powe r and authority re lat ions) i s  a l so  important i n  that it estab­
l i shes what ident i t ies are acceptable to various g roups .4 I t  i s  th i s  exter­
nal categor izat ion which affects recent immigrant g roups with few re­
sources, as is  the case among the H mong in the U n ited States.  Add i ­
t iona l ly, wh ites have d iffe rent "ethn ic  options"  compared to  "co lored"  
m inorit ies i n  the U n ited States.5 Th is is  a part icu lar ly sens it ive issue 
among pare nts of mu lt i -cu l tural/rac ia l  ch i l d ren and for parents rai s i ng  
ch i l d ren  o f  another  race than  the i r  own who fee l that the i r choices a re 
u nfai r ly constra i ned . An i mportant e lement of ethn ic ity i s  its i ntersect ion 
with socia l  c lass .  For instance,  pu rely symbol ic  ethn ic  connect ions a re 
more p rom inent among midd le-c lass H ispan ics and wh ites ,  wh i le  lower­
c lass H ispan ics tend to view ethn ic ity as part of the i r  d isadvantaged 
m inority status .6 We see this p layed out among parents concerned with 
the i r  ch i ld ren 's  ch i ld  care--do they emphasize thei r c lass expectat ions 
when search ing  for daycare or  does f ind ing a cultu ra l ly sens it ive daycare 
take p recedence? 
The a rt ic le ,  "Hmong on the Move: U nderstand ing  Secondary 
M ig ration" by Jac D .  Bu lk  focuses on the geog raphic movement of Hmong 
refugees in the U n ited States. They tend to sett le i n  th ree states :  Ca l i ­
forn ia ,  Wiscons i n ,  and M innesota both for employment opportun it ies and 
to meet the i r  fam i l ia l  ob l i gat ions .  Whi le they are accused of being "wel ­
fare nomads , "  Bu l k  conv inc ing ly argues that th is  i s  an e rroneous as­
sumption .  Although  H mong refugees tend to cong regate in reg ions with 
h igh rates of unemployment and welfare dependency, they do so in o r­
der  to be with fam i ly and c lan members .  For them, it is more i mportant 
to maintai n the i r  t rad it ional identity as a commun ity than to maxi m ize 
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the i r  own ind iv idua l  self  i nterests . I n  effect, these condi t ions resu lt i n  
H mong hav ing a m ig rant rather than a m ino rity or ientat ion toward the i r  
posit ion i n  U n ited States society. 
The a rt ic les by Versche lden and Uttal a lso focus on the p rob­
lems of maintai n i ng  t rad it ions and ethn ic ident ity. The a rt ic le '' 'Shared 
Ethn ic ity' i n  Transrac ia l  Adopt ion" by C ia  Verschelden explo res the com­
plexit ies and controvers ies over t ransrac ia l  adopt ion . In  part icu lar, she 
addresses issues faced by wh ite parents who adopt b lack i nfants . Such 
an adopt ion quest ions the natu re of  eth n ic ity. Is  i t  an i n he rited trait or  
learned? Verschelden argues that the learned aspect of  ethn ic ity i s  the 
most important one .  However, g iven a society which t reats blacks and 
wh ites differently due to rac ia l  characte r ist ics, wh ite parents of  black 
ch i ld ren are faced with the task of tryi ng  to teach the i r ch i l d ren neces­
sary cop ing  sk i l l s .  She contends, however, that th rough the p rocess of 
"shar ing  ethn ic ity" that both parents and the i r  ch i ld ren can cope with 
social rea l i ty. 
L ike Verschelden,  Lynet Uttal focuses on  the issues associated 
with mainta i n i ng  ethn ic/rac ial  ident ity. In her art ic le "Racial Safety and 
Cu ltural  Ma intenance: The Ch i ldcare Concerns of  Employed Mothers of 
Color," however, she exp lores the lack of cont i n u ity between the needs 
of the parents and paid careg ivers .  She a rg ues that i s  it i mportant to 
have ch i ldcare which acknowledges the importance of race, cu l ture, and 
class. I n  part icu lar, she arg ues that mothers of co lor  take i nto accou nt 
racia l  safety and cu ltu ra l  maintenance when they make the i r  ch i ldcare 
decis ions .  Wh i le  Bu l k, Verschelden,  and Uttal a l l  focus on p roblems 
assoc iated wi th ethn ic ity i n  commun it ies and fam i l i es, the f ina l  a rt ic les 
p lace more emphasis on the maintenance of ethn ic  ident ity. 
Eth n i c  Identity 
Both when ethn ic ity fa i ls  to be t ransmitted to s ubseq uent gen­
erat ions and when it i s  resu rgent, it becomes c lear  that it cannot be 
expla i ned s i mply as the pass ing  down of eth n ic  t rad i t ions and cu l tu re 
from one generat ion  to the next .  I n stead, eth n ic  g roups and ind iv idua ls 
act ively construct an ethn ic  ident ity th rough  the creat ion of  ethn ic  sym­
bols ,  boundaries, commun it ies, and cu l ture that change depend ing  on  
both g roup and i nd iv idua l  c i rcu mstances.  One can adopt a mu lt i tude of 
eth n ic ident i t ies, for example--reg ional ,  nat ional ,  c iv ic, and soc ia l .  The 
choices avai lable are often connected to cu ltu ra l  symbols .  As i nd iv idu­
a ls and g roups, we select what cu ltu ral  rep resentat ions we wish to em­
phasize and act upo n .7 
Joseph St i mpfl and N goc H .  Bu i ' s  contri but ion to the specia l  
issue, " I 'd Rather P lay the Saxophone :  Confl icts i n  Ident ity between V iet­
namese Students and The i r  Parents" takes a look at identity mai nte­
nance among Vietnamese Americans.  Ethn ic identity fo rmat ion of the 
3 
Ethnic Studies Review, Vol. 1 9, No. 1 
ch i l d ren of Vietnamese immig rants is affected by the i r  educat iona l  at­
tai nment as wel l  as the i r i nteg ration  i nto American cu l ture .  At the same 
t i me,  their ve ry ass im i lat ion negat ively affects the i r  re lat ionsh ips with 
the i r  parents .  Often parental expectat ions contrast sharply with the de­
s i res of the youths themselves. In part icu lar, the accu ltu rated ch i l d ren  
fai l  to p lace the fam i ly  as  a central locat ion i n  the i r  l ives. They tend  to  
p lace the i r own i nterests before the needs o f  the i r  fami ly. 
Wh i le  St i mpfl and Bu i  focus on recent immig rants , Mary Kel ly 's 
art ic le ,  " Ethn ic  Convers ions :  Fami ly, Commun ity, Women ,  and Ki nwork" 
focuses on  the ro le that fam i l ies and commun ity p lay in t ransmitt i ng  and 
maintai n i ng  eth n ic ident ity among L i thuan ian Americans across several 
generat ions.8 What is particu larly i nterest ing about her  art ic le is the fact 
that the eth n ic  ident ity somet i mes is created through commun ity and 
fam i l ia l  t ies rather  than th rough  actual  ethn ic  he ritage .  Th is is one st rat­
egy by which i ncreas ing ly ass im i lated ethn ic  g roups with h i gh  i ntermar­
r iage rates can reta in eth n ic identity and cu l ture .  
I n  addit ion to  the  a rt ic les ,  th is special issue,  " Ethn ic ity: Fami ly  
and Commun ity, " inc l udes a selected b ib l iography of  cu rrent  read i n gs 
on  the i nte rsect ions between ethn ic ity, fami ly  and commun ity compi led 
by the guest ed i tor  and Thomas Sanchez. Readers i nterested i n  the 
artic les i nc luded i n  the spec ia l  issue can further explo re these areas on  
the i r  own . The  b ib l iography is  organ ized i nto three sect ions :  Antho log ies 
and Ed ited Vo l umes, Books, and Jou rnal  Art ic les and Book Chapte rs .  
Each sect ion is o rdered a lphabetical ly by author. The b ib l iography i n ­
c ludes a samp l i ng  o f  pub l icat ions i n  t h e  areas o f  Socio logy, Psychology, 
Socia l  Work, Dance, Fo l klore ,  Educat ion ,  Gerontology, Ethn ic  Stud ies, 
Socia l  H isto ry, Commun icat ion ,  and Women's Stud ies. 
The guest ed ito r would l i ke to thank M igue l  Carranza, the ed i tor  
of Ethnic Studies Review, for g ivi ng  her  the opportun ity to work o n  th is 
issue .  I n  add i t ion ,  she wou ld  l i ke to thank the staff and facu lty of the 
Department of Soc io logy at  the U n ive rsity of  Nebraska-L inco l n  and 
Stephen F. Aust i n  State U n ivers ity for the i r  support and assistance. F i ­
na l ly, she wou ld  l i ke to thank the contr ibutors to  the specia l  issue for 
the i r  i ns ight  and pat ience and the outs ide reviewe rs for the i r  t ime and 
he lpfu l  editor ial suggest ions.  
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Hrnong on the Move: Understanding Secondary 
Migration 
Jac D. Bulk 
U n iversity of Wisconsin-La Crosse 
Between the time of first arrival of the Hmong refugees 
in 1975 and the mid-1990s, there has been much 
geographic movement of these new Americans. An 
initial pattern of Hmong residential dispersal throughout 
the American states has gradually transformed into a 
predominantly tri-state concentration (California, 
Wisconsin, and Minnesota). This highly distinctive 
resettlement pattern is the result of delicately balancing 
the most essential substance of Hmong tradition with 
pragmatic considerations such as job prospects 
(especially farming work), access to language and job 
training programs, extended family and clan obligations, 
changing federal policies for Refugee Cash Assistance 
(RCA), changing welfare eligibility regulations between 
the states (especially as it relates to AFDC-UP), climate 
and topographical considerations, and the like. 
This paper details how the Hmong settlement profile 
within the United States has shifted between 1983 and 
the mid-1990s as a consequence of secondary 
migration. Quantitative comparison among Vietnamese, 
Cambodian, Laotian, and Thai settlement patterns 
throughout the United States is provided. The remainder 
of the paper attempts to explain why it is that 89 percent 
of all the Hmong in the United States currently reside in 
only three states. The broad conclusion reached is that 
the primary factors driving this dynamic pattern of Hmong 
resettlement are "economic betterment initiatives" and 
"extended family and clan obligations". The other factors 
cited above appear to have more derivative or secondary 
importance as influences upon Hmong resettlement. 
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I ntrod uction 
As a nat ion of over f i fty m i l l ion fo re ign-born persons, the U n ited 
States has experienced a wide variety of sett lement patterns over the 
past two h u n d red years .  Most typ ica l ly, however, i m m i g rants have 
fol lowed the t ra i l  of "economic opportun ity" often beg i nn i ng  with fam i ly  
re lat ives . Gett i ng  a start i n  a new society has always been and remai ns 
an awesome undertaking .  Relat ives p rovide v ital resou rces, i nformat ion ,  
and socia l  contacts th rough wh ich one may f i rst ga in  employment .  M ost 
imm ig rants i n it ia l ly sett le in eth n ic  commun it ies for th is ve ry reason .  
H owever, the H mong ,  l i ke other Southeast Asian refugees, beg in  arriv ing 
i n  the U n ited States afte r 1 975 without the benefit o f  any pre-estab l ished 
eth n ic  commun it ies to move i nto .  Furthermore ,  most H mong did not 
come to America with the i ntent of seek ing a new l ife but rather with the 
i ntent of p reserv ing the i r  o ld l ife in a new locat ion . 1 Th is is the d isti nct ion  
that Jeremy He in  d raws between a g roup having a predominantly "migrant 
or ientat ion"  versus a "minority or ientat ion ."2 I n  l i ght of these d ifferences, 
the sett lement patte rns of H mong and other  I ndoChi nese refugees may 
be ant ic i pated to d iffer from the more t rad it ional  imm ig rant g roups. 
The secondary m ig rat ion  l iteratu re shows that Southeast Asian 
refugees f i t  i nto a s ingu lar  pattern---substant ial geograph ic d ispersa l ,  
ove r o ne-ha lf m i l l i on  Southeast Asian refugees (mostly Vietnamese , 
Ch i nese , Cambodians,  Lowland Lao , and H igh land Hmong)  by 1 982 ,  
fo l l owed by substant ial  secondary m ig rat ion .  Th is i nternal  resett lement 
resu lted i n  res ident ia l  movement towards "the West and South and  
towa rds a reas of h igher  refugee popu lat ion ."3 The causes of t h is 
secondary m ig rat ion stem from a variety of factors foremost of which 
are i nd icated to be the search for stable emp loyment and reun ion  wi th 
re lat ives . 4  Regard i n g  the f i rst of these , Ke l l y  notes that wh i l e  the 
occupat iona l  q ual if icat ions of  the Southeast Asian refugees ( in  te rms of 
bas ic  ce nsus categories) a re s im i l a r  to the  gene ra l  U n ited States 
popu lat i on ,  they tend to be have a d iff icu l t  t ime f i nd ing  jobs that pay 
above the m in imum wage scale .  Espec ia l ly for the V ietnamese,  th is 
s ign if ies downward mob i l ity and tends to p reserve dependence upon 
the U S  welfare system for  economic su rviva l .S Regard ing  the second of  
t hese, Mo r t land  and Led g e rwood conc l ude  that Southeast As i a n  
resett lement " . . .  i s  part o f  a large r p rocess: i t  i s  a vo luntary act b y  the 
refugee that is p rofound ly inf luenced by t rad it ional k insh i p  re lat ionsh ips ,  
patronage systems, [and] Southeast Asian mobi l ity."6 
At p resent there appears to be much general confus ion and 
some publ ic i l l -fee l i ng  d i rected at the H mong refugee popu lat ion i n  the 
U n ited States. M uch of th is is based upon myth and misinformat ion .  
One such m istaken not ion is  that the H mong are a "nomadic peop le . "  
Another such  not ion is  that the  H mong lack a strong "work eth ic "  and as 
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such prefer welfare dependence over economic self-suff ic iency. Together, 
these mistaken not ions suggest that American Hmong have become 
we lfare nomads. As Cong ressman Mazzo l i  stated it on  the record ,  
" refugees have come t o  v iew welfare as a n  ent i t lement and q u ick ly 
abandoned the i r  cu l tural work eth ic ."? As wrong as these not ions are ,  
they can easi ly be misconstrued from on ly  a supe rf ic ia l  acquaintance 
with the pert inent facts . 
Th is paper w i l l  attempt to shed some l i ght upon the phenomenon 
of Hmong secondary m ig rat ion  i n  the U n ited States. The term secondary 
migrat ion is used here to designate the geographic re locat ion of an ethno­
rac ia l  g roup subsequent to its i n it ia l  sett lement .  S ince fu l ly  89 percent 
of the Hmong i n  the U n ited States (as of the 1 990 Census) have become 
geog raphical ly concentrated in on ly th ree states---Cal ifo rn ia ,  Wisconsin ,  
and Minnesota---the question of "why th is has happened" natural ly arises, 
especial ly i n  l i ght of the fact that there was no effort at a l l  on the part of 
the fede ral refugee p rog rams to encourage th is type of concentrated 
sett lement .  I ndeed , to the extent that there was any nat ional  refugee 
resett lement  po l i cy, i t  was to enco u rage a geograph ic  d ispersal  of 
Southeast Asians so as to m in i m ize social and economic i mpact upon 
local commun it ies .  Th is paper wi l l  attempt to c larify both "how and why" 
th is contra ry patte rn of geog raph ica l l y  concentrated H mo n g  fam i l y  
sett lement came about and  i s  cont i nu i ng .  
H m o n g  Heritage 
I n  the f i rst p lace any notion that the H mong people are by trad it ion 
nomadic needs correct ion .  Wh i le  it is true that H mong h i gh land v i l lages 
tend to move eve ry ten years o r  so , th is is not because the H mong value 
"geog raphic mob i l i ty" per  se as, for example ,  the Rom (Gypsies) or  
Bedou in  trad i t ional ly have. On  the contrary, the pr inc ipal reasons that 
whole Hmong v i l lages move are e i ther that the nearby land has become 
i nfe rt i le  afte r years of s lash and bu rn agr icu l tu re o r  to get away from an 
outbreak of  d isease bel ieved to be caused by the p resence of evi l  sp i rits ,  
especia l ly the ph im  nyuj vai m  o r  "fo rest spi r its" .8 However, once the 
decision to  move has been made by the v i l lage leaders ,  the new s i te  is  
rare ly more than two days wal k  f rom the o ld site. Th is is  part ly because 
new s ites are often selected on the basis of favorable hunte r and t rave ler  
reports f rom local commun ity members. Also, by  custom ,  it is  considered 
"too risky" to al low ch i l d ren  to s leep i n  the fo rest for more than one n i ght 
at a t ime since t rad i t ional  bel ief has it that when ch i ld ren s leep outside of 
the p rotect ive enc losure of the H mong home, the ph im nyuj vai m pose a 
very real  th reat to the ch i ld 's health (th is is refe rred to as "so u l  l oss" ) . 9  
Th is a n d  numero us other  more p ragmat ic considerat ions expla i n  why 
H mong are genera l ly  hesitant to resett le .  Of cou rse ,  th is cu l tu ral fact 
may be obscu red by show ing  the vast d istances that H mong peop le 
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have journeyed across the Asian cont i nent (f rom Northern Ch ina  to 
C e nt ra l  C h i n a  to Sou the rn C h i n a  to Laos) over  the  past seve ra l  
m i l l enn ia . 1 o Nonetheless, these major geog raphic movements of  H mong 
popu lat ion have been i nf requent ,  h i gh ly spo rad ic ,  and typ ical ly d riven 
by Han m i l ita ry force . In short ,  the H mong are not properly described as 
" nomad ic , "  at least not by any standard def i n it ion . 1 1  
Hmong Work Eth ic  
Li kewise , any not ion that Hmong peop le are lazy o r  def ic ient i n  
a "work eth ic "  f l ies i n  t he  face o f  the facts . I ndeed , i t  i s  not uncommon to 
h e a r  ad u l t H mo n g  say that m a i nst ream Ame r icans a re " l azy" by 
comparison to themselves. As swidden (slash and bu rn) farme rs ,  the 
t rad i t ional  H mong l i festyle was one of hard physical labor f rom sun rise 
to sunset . They g rew all the i r own food supp l ies, hunted wi ld game, 
bu i lt the i r  own houses and furnitu re ,  and manufactu red the i r  own cloth ing ,  
jewel ry, and musical i nstruments. The m isconception  of  the H mong as 
be ing " lazy" apparently derives f rom the observat ion that many American 
H mong are cu rrently unemployed and receivi ng welfare assistance . From 
th is it is i nfe rred that "these peop le"  must not p lace a h igh  value on 
"work ing . "  However, th is has l itt le  o r  noth i ng  to do with H mong values 
towards work. 1 2 Most adult  H mong who are cu rrent ly without jobs lack 
Eng l ish language f luency, lack background i n  formal education ,  and do 
not possess any marketable trade ski l ls .  Beyond th is ,  many of the e lder  
H mong adu lts no longer fee l  any ob l igation  to work as thei r ch i ld ren  are 
now expected to support the i r  parents i n  the i r o ld age as has always 
been the H mong trad it ion .  None of th is ,  however, demonstrates any 
loss of a work eth ic .  Those H mong who have found employment (mostly 
in facto ry work) are recogn ized to be re l iab le ,  hard wo rkers .  Li kewise , 
the i r  ch i ldren are widely recogn ized to be hard-working students ref lect ing 
the i r  com mun ity's normative p ressures to excel i n  the i r  labo rs .  
Clan Obl igations 
One vi ta l  aspect of Hmong heritage is the i r  c lan system of socia l  
o rgan izat ion .  There are a total of 22 Hmong clans of which on ly 1 4  are 
common i n  the Un ited States---Chan g ,  Hang ,  Her, Khang ,  Kong ,  Kue ,  
Lee, Lor, Moua ,  Thao, Vang ,  Vue ,  X iong ,  and  Yang . 1 3  M uch o f  H mong 
identity as wel l  as social ob l igation is  rooted i n  the person 's c lan affi l iation .  
Most s ign if icantly, as re lates to the thesis of  th is paper, where a person 
resides is g reatly i nf l uenced by one's clan .  Most Hmong v i l lages i n  Laos, 
fo r example ,  are almost ent i re ly composed of members of the same 
clan . Upon b i rth a ch i ld  a lways becomes a member of h is or her father's 
c lan . And upon marriage the wife always jo ins her  husband's clan whi le 
st i l l  reta in i ng  her b i rth name ( i n  other  words, her  fathe r's clan name) . 
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After marriage,  the husband also becomes a sort of i n - law member of 
h is wife's c lan and a pattern of mutual  assistance between the spousal 
c lan g roups wi l l  be encouraged . 
The importance of the c lan i n  Hmong  soc ia l  o rgan izat ion  is 
ref lected in the fact that persons of the same clan (xeem) are cons idered 
brothers and s iste rs and Hmong who t rave l may ant ic i pate be ing  g iven 
food and lodg ing  as wel l  as other  assistance by the i r  c lan b rothers and 
sisters despite hav ing  never met them before . Th is c lan support extends 
across the nat ion and across the world and there are approximately 1 0  
m i l l ion  H mong i n  the world today. Another i nd icato r of the centra l  ro le of 
the clan in H mong l ife is the custom that a person cannot die in the 
household of another H mong c lan .  And when a H mong man d ies h is 
clan is ob l igated to care for h is survivi ng  wife and ch i l d ren .  The general 
importance of the c lan to the H mong socia l  commun ity is ref lected in 
most aspects of da i ly l iv ing inc lud ing  conf l ict reso lut ion .  Clan leaders ,  
when needed ,  w i l l  be ca l led upon to he lp  resolve marital d isputes , assist 
in d isc ip l i nary p rob lems i nvolvi ng  ch i ld ren ,  and even g ive advice about 
possib le fami ly re locat ion .  It is noteworthy that the soc ia l  importance of 
the clan for the Hmong refugee stands in sharp contrast to the comparably 
lesser ro le  that it p lays in the socia l  l ife of the Vietnamese refugee. 1 4  
Extended Fam i ly Obl igations 
Obl igat ions to the extended fami ly also i nf luence the sett lement 
patte rns of H mong who are,  by t rad it ion ,  patr i l i neal . Th is is i n  sharpest 
contrast to the Cambod ians and Lowland Lao who fol low decidedly more 
b i lateral l i neage systems. The i nd i rect ro le that fam i ly  ob l igat ions p lay 
in Hmong secondary m ig rat ion cannot be overstated and shou ld not be 
regarded as common to al l Southeast Asian peoples .  H mong t rad i t ion 
has always been fo r g randparents ,  u ncles ,  au nts ,  parents , and ch i l d ren  
to  l ive with i n  the same househo ld .  Wh i le  th is i s  often d iff icu l t  i f not 
i mposs ib le  to accommodate in the U n ited States , members of the 
extended fami ly  st i l l  attempt to reside i n  c lose p rox i m ity to one another. 
I n  short, there is a normative fami ly reu n if icat ion that i mpacts a l l  members 
of the extended fam i ly u n it .  Beyond th is there are a myriad of soc ia l  
ob l igat ions that se rve to d raw the H mong  extended fam i l y  togethe r. 
Fo remost of these ob l igat ions is to care for and respect one 's e lders. 
The adage---"E lders see the sky f i rst"--- i nd icates the h i gh  status and 
esteem accorded to those fami ly  members with the most years of l ife 
exper ience. And so whi le  young  H mong may ventu re out in search  of 
new lands and new opportun it ies ,  they are nonetheless bound by a whole 
network of fami ly support ob l igat ions which cannot be fu l f i l led without 
residential proximity to one's extended fami ly. For example, when a H mong 
elder d ies, it is  a fami ly obl igat ion to  arrange the ce remony i n  which a 
Hmong shaman wi l l  gu ide the soul of the deceased to the spi rit worl d .  
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Hmong M i gration to and Settlement Patterns 
with in the U n ited States 
H mo n g  m i g rat i on  to the U n ited States commences ,  by no 
co inc idence ,  w i th  the fa l l  o f  Sa igon to commun ist-a l l ied m i l i tary forces 
in Apr i l  of 1 975 .  The f i rst Hmong refugees were placed with non-H mong 
sponsors i n  a geographical ly d ispersed patte rn across the U S  mai n land .  
However, for somewhat unknown reasons th is  resu lted i n  p lacements 
that were more concentrated in the northern states than in the southern 
ones .  As stated i n  an off ic ia l  government report of 1 985 ,  "The or ig i nal 
d i st r ibut ion of the H igh land Lao i n  the U n ited States had more to do with 
the operat ions of the volu ntary resett lement agencies (vo lags) than with 
the wishes of the refugees . " 1 5 L ikewise, th is d i str ibut ion of the H i gh land 
Lao had l itt le to do wi th reg ional employment opportun ity as ref lected by 
the fact that the nat ional u nemployment rate was genera l ly  lower than 
the reg iona l  unemployment rate where most H igh land Lao were i n it ia l ly 
sett led . 16  Whi le on ly a few thousand H mong were admitted to the U n ited 
States between  1 975 and 1 978,  over ten thousand were admitted i n  
1 979,  and  another 27,000 arrived i n  1 980---by fa r  the  peak year o f  H mong 
refugee admiss ions up to the present t ime.  Afte r a h iatus i n  these 1 980 
ad miss ions ,  some addit ional 30 ,000 Hmong arrived between 1 987 and 
1 990. 1 7 And most recently between 1 99 1  and 1 994 another 26 ,000 
H mong  refugees were admitted to the U n ited States s i gn ifyi ng  what is  in 
al l l i ke l i hood the end of this stream of refugees cons ider ing the imm inent 
c los i n g  of the Thai  refugee camps by September of 1 997. 1 8 From the 
4 ,500 Hmong remain ing  i n  the Thai camps as of 1 996,  3 ,500 are now 
forecast to be reu n ited with re latives i n  M i nnesota, Wiscons i n ,  and other  
States when these camps are f ina l ly c losed . 
The sett lement patte rns that Hmong exh ib ited were not u n iform 
ref lect i ng  an i ncons istent set of fede ral  and state po l ic ies compou nded 
fu rther  by H mong "economic explorat ions"  and subsequent attempts to 
p romote fam i ly reun if icat ion . In the f i rst years of H mong sett lement in 
the U n ited States ,  the refugees had l itt le  to say about the i r  geog raph ic 
p lacement .  I nstead , these i n it ia l  p lacements were contro l led by the 
vo lunta ry resett lement agencies (volags) which were pr ivate non-profit 
o rgan i zat ions that were fu nded largely by the US State Department .  
These vo lags were large ly New York-based and Atlant ic-fac i ng .  They 
re l ied heav i ly  upon the benevo lence of Catho l i c  Char i t ies and othe r  
church organ izat ions w i l l i ng  t o  ass ist i n  t h e  resett lement o f  s ing le  Hmong 
fam i l ies .  Not s u rp ri s i ng ly th is  resu lted i n  a general  patte rn of geog raphic 
d ispersa l .  However, by the ear ly 80s, the newly-sett led Hmong fam i l ies 
began serv ing  as sponsors fo r incom ing  Hmong refugees , especial ly 
fe l low clan members .  This ,  in comb inat ion with the f i rst secondary 
m ig rat ion of H mong refugees, resu lted i n  "a strong movement of Hmong 
and other  H i g h land Lao refugees f rom elsewhere in  the nat ion to the 
1 2  
Bulk-Hmong on the Move 
Centra l  Val ley of Ca l ifo rn ia . " 1 9 
Th is  i nf lux  of H igh land Lao refugee popu lat ion i nto Cal iforn ia---
90 percent of which was Hmong---spu rred immediate federa l  act ion to 
def l ect t h i s  seco nda ry m i g rat io n .  The p u rpose of t h i s  d e l i be rate 
i nte rvent ion was to p romote H igh land Lao commun ity stab i l ity outside of 
the State of Cal ifo rn ia .  The specif ic act ion taken was g iven the name 
H igh land Lao I n it iat ive (HL I )  and it was d i rected at  approximately 32, 000 
H ighland Lao refugees located in some 44 commun it ies with i n  the U n ited 
States but outs ide of Ca l i fo rn ia .  The fund i ng  agency of th i s  fede ra l  
program was the Off ice o f  Refugee Resett lement (O RR)  o f  the  U .  S .  
Department of Health and Human Services. At th is t ime about 6 0  percent 
of the H i g h land Lao refugees we re concentrated in Ca l i forn ia  and 
M innesota and the HL I  targeted the  remain ing  40 percent. The populat ion 
esti mates and locat ions of the targeted s ites are p rovided i n  Table 1 .  As 
may be observed from this tab le ,  the HL I -funded s ites were ,  i n  fact , 
geographica l ly scattered . The bas ic strategy of the HL I  was to make 
these part icu lar  sett lement areas more att ract ive to the H i g h land Lao 
refugees th rough se lective fund i ng  of specia l  services needed by these 
refugees .  Spec i f ica l ly, the fu nded s e rv ices i nc l uded ou t reach (fo r 
examp le ,  i nte rp retat ion , t ransportat i o n ,  and  advocacy s e rv ices fo r  
ind iv idual  H mong) , job p lacement, on-the-job trai n ing ,  vocat ional  trai n i ng ,  
craft deve lopment ,  Eng l i sh as a Second Language (ESL) ,  farm and 
g a rd e n i n g  a s s i s t a n c e , c h i l d  c a re s u p p o rt ,  and s o m e  b u s i n e s s  
development he lp . 2o Exam in i ng  the short-te rm impact o f  these s i ng le  
year federal fund i ng i n it iat ives (some of  wh ich  were cont i nued and some 
not) , reveals that secondary m igrat ion away from the non-Wiscons in  s ites 
proceeded s lowly. Specif ical ly, there was a net popu lat ion dec l ine in these 
s ites of only 3 percent (from 1 5 ,302 in the Fal l  of 1 983 to 1 4 ,866 in the 
Fal l  of  1 984) whereas the Wiscons in s ites s imu ltaneously showed a sharp 
37 percent increase (f rom 2 ,882 to 3 ,936) . 2 1 When we measu re the 
l o n g e r-te r m  i m pact of t h i s  i n i t i at i ve by look i n g  at the g e o g ra p h i c  
d istribut ion of the H mong i n  1 990, i t  appears that the i n it iat ive was large ly 
successfu l  i n  def lect i ng  secondary m i g rat ion  away f ro m  Ca l i forn ia .  
Whereas the H mong i n  Cal iforn ia  rep resented 52  percent o f  the total 
American H mong popu lat ion in 1 990, th is  contrasts with an  approx imate 
f i gu re of 51 percent for 1 983, the year  the HLI began .22 
However, th is relat ive stab i l ity in the aggregate Hmong popu lat ion 
i n  the State of Cal i forn ia  between  1 983 and 1 990 shou ld  not obsc u re 
the la rge amount of secondary m ig rat ion that coinc ided with th i s  per iod . 
As an i nspect ion of Table 2 makes p la i n ,  there was an aggregate H mong  
popu lat ion loss o f  some 1 0 ,994 persons f rom 20  states between 1 983 
and 1 990. The largest of  these popu lat ion losses occu rred i n  the states 
of I l l i no is ,  Rhode Is land ,  and Utah which togethe r account  fo r 42 percent 
of  th is  Hmong out-m ig ration .  
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Table l. Estimated Highland Lao Population in HLI-Funded Sites (May, 1983) 
HLI Sile Hmon& lu Mien Lao Lue Lao Theung TOlal 
Harlford, CT 212 212 
Filchburg, MA 220 220 
Providence, RI 2,300 2,J00 
Syracuse. NY 160 160 
Philadelphia, PA 1,200 1,200 
Decalur, GA 500 500 
Marion-Morg>ntown, NC 450 450 
Memphis. TN 450 450 
Monlgomery, AL 100 100 
Selma, AL 100 100 
Akron,OH 250 250 
Applelon, WI 950 950 
Chicago,lL 648 648 
Columbus,OH lSI lSI 
Danvilie-Decatur,IL 235 235 
Detroit, MI 770 770 
Dixon,IL 278 278 
Eau Claire, WI 500 500 
Green Bay, WI 493 493 
Kankakee,IL 265 265 
L. Crosse, WI 600 600 
Lansing, MI 510 510 
Milwaukee, WI 1,000 1,000 
Minneapolis, MN 8,730 8,730 
Moline-Rock Island, IL 180 180 
Rochelle-De Kalb, IL 78 78 
Saginaw, MI 291 291 
Sheboygan, WI 700 700 
Toledo,OH 350 350 
Wausau, WI 470 470 
Wheaton,lL 370 370 
Ft. Smith, AK 300 300 
Tulsa, OK 500 500 
Billings, MT ISO 150 
Denver, CO 1,750 1,750 
Des Moines,lA 663 663 
Kansas City, KS 800 800 
Missoula, MT 307 307 
Omaha, NE 325 325 
Salt Lake City, UT 1,500 1,500 
Portland, OR 970 I,JOO 2,270 
Salem, OR 190 100 290' 
Seattle, WA 700 550 150 230 1,630 
Spokane, WA 400 20 420 
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Table 2. Hmong Settlement and Movement Patterns by State: 1983 to 1988 to 1990 
Primary 1983 State 1988 State 1990 State Net State Population 
State Location- Population' Population' Population' Change: 1983 to 1990 
AL Selma 100 0 8 -92 
AR Fort Smith 339 46 23 -316 
CO Denver 1,750 1,300 1,202 -548 
GA Atlanta 500 823 320 -180 
IL Chicago 2,503 702 433 -1,801 
IN Indianapolis 120 65 57 -63 
IA Des Moines 911 403 227 -684 
KS Kansas City 800 600 603 -187 
MT Missoula 457 390 146 -311 
NE Omaha 325 366 78 -403 
OH Toledo 654 455 253 -401 
OK Tulsa 624 300 207 -417 
OR Portland 1,260 1,130 438 -822 
PA Philadelphia 1,200 750 358 -842 
RI Providence 2,300 2,178 884 -1,416 
TN Memphis 450 105 79 -371 
TX Dallas/Ft. Worth 350 395 176 -219 
UT Salt Lake City 1,500 168 105 -1,395 
WA Seattle 1,100 1,182 741 -359 
CA State Total 30,000 58,976 46,892 +16,892 
MA Fitchburg 220 525 248 +28 
MI Detroit 1,601 2,610 2,257 +656 
MN Minneapolis/St. Paul 8,840 13,700 16,833 +7,993 
NJ Bound Brook 0 70 25 +25 
NY Syracuse 160 300 165 +5 
NC Morganton 450 818 708 +258 
SC Spartanburg 75 84 76 +1 
SO Sioux Falls 0 22 27 +27 
VA Sterling 0 34 7 +7 
WI State Total 4,713 16,106 18,970' +14,257 
Appleton 950 1,850 2,000 +1,050 
Eau Claire 500 1,859 2,160 +1,160 
Green Bay 493 1,572 2,300 +1807 
La Crosse 600 1,898 2,390 +1,790 
Madison 0 650 750 +750 
Manitowoc 0 800 1,IS0 +1,150 
Milwaukee 1,000 3,000 3,250 +2,250 
Oshkosh 0 658 930 +930 
Sheboygan 700 1,178 1,800 +1,100 
Wausau 750 1,800 2,040 +1,290 
Other Places 0 841 1,030 +1,030 
• Primary Location refers to the city within the State with the largest Hmong population in 1983. 
, These figures represent the State totals and do, in some instances, include Hmong from locations other 
than the one cited as the primary location. 
'These figures for the State of Wisconsin are MAA estimates and are about 10% higher than Census reports. 
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I n  sharp contrast to th is  pattern ,  Table 2 a lso ind icates that 1 1  
states exper ienced an aggregate Hmong popu lat ion i ncrease of 54,456 
between  1 983 and 1 990. And in this g roup ,  the th ree states of Cal i forn ia ,  
M i n nesota,  and Wiscons in  accou nt for  72 percent of the aggregate 
i nc rease in H mong populat ion .  I n  short ,  the data g ive evidence of q u ite 
s ubstant ia l  amounts of Hmong popu lat ion red istribut ion over a re latively 
short span of t ime.  As re lat ive ly l itt le of this change m ight be accou nted 
fo r in terms of d iffe rent ia l  fe rt i l i ty, we may safe ly conc lude that it is 
pr i nc ipa l ly  the resu lt of secondary m ig rat ion  trends supp lemented , to 
some extent , by new refugee arrivals who would p redictably tend to fo l low 
the movement patte rns of the i r  sponsori ng  fami l ies .  
Othe r i ns ights i nto Hmong m ig rat ion  and sett lement patterns 
a re p rovided when we look at the geog raph ic d istri but ion of various 
Southeast As ian g roups by the t ime of  the 1 990 Census .  One fact is 
read i ly  apparent ;  namely, Cal ifo rn ia  remains the State of p reeminent 
att ract ion  to most Asian immig rant g roups i n  Amer ica.  The pe rcentage 
of the Southeast Asian aggregate g roup popu lat ions in Cal i forn ia i n  1 990 
was as fo l lows:  
H mong 52 percent 
Cambodian 46 percent 
V ietnamese 45 .5  percent 
Laot ian 39 percent 
Thai 35 percent 
On the one hand, this ref lects the fact that Cal i fo rn ia  is, by far, the largest 
mag net state fo r legal  imm ig rants i n  the U n ited States att ract i ng  40 
percent of the 1 ,827, 1 67 people g ranted legal permanent res idence i n  
th i s  nat ion i n  1 99 1 . On the  othe r  hand ,  i t  a l so  ref lects a long establ ished 
ethn ic t rad it ion  of As ian immigration  p refe rence fo r the West Coast reg ion 
of America. 23 Th is  also reflects a strong  motivat ion of  these g roups to 
form eth n ic enc lave commun it ies wh ich may fac i l i tate the i r  adaptat ion to 
the mainstream society without hav ing to lose touch wi th the fundamentals 
of the i r  eth n ic t rad it ions . So even with i n  the State of Cal i forn ia we tend 
to f i nd  that these g roups are concentrated with in  ce rtai n  count ies to the 
exc lus ion  of others (for example ,  Fresno Cou nty, by itself, accounts for 
about 40 percent of a l l  H mong persons i n  the State as of the 1 990 
census) .24 The fou r  Cal i forn ia count ies of Fresno,  Merced , Sacramento, 
and San Joaqu i n  together account for ove r 74 percent of the i n-state 
H mong popu lat ion .  
F u rthe r  ev idence of t h i s  g e n e ra l  te nde ncy towards eth n i c  
concentrat ion is  p rovided when w e  combine the popu lat ions o f  the three 
states most heav i ly  sett led by each of the So utheast As ian g roups 
represented i n  Table 3 . And of these g roups the Hmong are the most 
geographica l ly concentrated . 
1 6  
Bulk-Hmong on the Move 
Table 3.  T h e  Geographic Distribution of Select IndoChinese Populations b y  State: 1990 
Hmong Vietnamese Cambodian Laotian Thai 
Alabama 8 2,274 427 799 526 
Alaska I 582 50 226 369 
A rizona 9 5,239 787 855 1,38 1 
A rkansas 23 2,348 28 1,982 248 
California 46,892 280,223 68, 1 90 58,058 32,064 
Connecticut 45 4,085 1,754 2,989 529 
Delaware 0 348 23 107 142 
District of Columbia 0 747 55 5 1  212 
Florida 7 16,346 1,6 1 7  2,423 4,457 
Georgia 320 7,80 1 2, 140 3,5 1 1  1,608 
Hawaii 6 5,468 1 19 1,677 1 ,220 
Idaho 0 600 66 482 1 88 
Illinois 433 10,309 3,026 4,985 5, 180 
Indiana 57 2,467 412 674 654 
Iowa 227 2,882 61 1 3,374 921 
Kansas 6 1 3  6,577 550 2,315 675 
Kentucky 1,505 231 260 403 
Louisiana I 1 7,598 308 1 ,024 704 
Maine 0 642 767 1 0 1  1 13 
Maryland 8,862 1,768 767 2,578 
Massachusetts 248 15,449 14,050 3,985 1,424 
Michigan 2,257 6,117 874 2, 1 90 1,284 
Minnesota 16,833 9,387 c3,858 6,38 1 576 
Mississippi 7 3,815 24 59 239 
Missouri 13 4,380 628 654 1,088 
Montana 1 46 1 59 4 1 85 107 
Nebraska 78 1,806 98 810 343 
Nevada 24 1,934 244 804 1,823 
New Hampshire 2 1,501 553 380 233 
New Jersey 25 7,330 475 478 1,758 
New Mexico 0 1,485 55 522 440 
New York 165 15,555 3,646 3,253 6,230 
North Carolina 708 5,211 1 ,367 2,048 1, 183 
North Dakota 2 281 54 54 114 
Ohio 253 4,964 2,213 2,578 1,515 
Oklahoma 207 7,320 307 902 942 
Oregon 438 9,088 2, 1 01 3,262 876 
Pennsylvania 358 15,887 5,495 2,048 1 ,293 
Rhode Island 884 772 3,655 2,579 141 
South Carolina 76 1,752 239 598 565 
South Dakota 27 268 76 138 1 29 
Tennessee 79 2,062 942 2,772 586 
Texas 176 69,634 5,887 9,332 5,816 
Utah 105 2,797 997 1 ,774 617 
Vermont 3 236 58 1 15 80 
Virginia 7 20,693 3,889 2,589 3,3 1 2  
Washington 741 18,696 11,096 6, 191 2,386 
West Virginia 0 184 27 38 226 
Wisconsin 16,373 2,494 52 1 3,622 502 
Wyoming 0 1 24 6 17 91 
TOTALS 90,081 6 1 5,494 147,688 149,0 1 4  91,275 
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Hmong 
Cambodian 
V ietnamese 
Laot ian 
Thai  
89 percent i n  Cal ifo rn ia ,  Wiscons i n ,  and 
M i nnesota 
63 percent in Cal iforn ia ,  Massachusetts , and 
Wash ington 
60 percent in Cal i forn ia ,  Texas, and V i rg i n ia  
49 .5 percent in  Cal iforn ia ,  Texas, and M i nnesota 
48 percent in Cal i forn ia ,  New York, and Texas 
The H mong are d ist i ngu ished from the other g roups represented in Table 
3 by the i r  a l most complete absence from no  fewe r than 20 states : 
A labama,  A laska ,  Ar izona,  De laware , D i str ict of Co lumb ia ,  F lo r ida ,  
Hawa i i ,  I daho, Kentucky, Lou is iana,  Ma ine ,  Maryland ,  M iss iss i pp i ,  New 
Hampsh i re ,  New Mexico, North Dakota, Vermont ,  V i rg i n ia ,  West V i rg i n ia ,  
and Wyom ing  each have fewer than  ten  res ident Hmong persons .  And 
a n ot h e r  n i n e  states- - -Arkansas , C o n nect i c u t ,  I n d i a n a ,  M i s s o u r i ,  
Nebraska, N evada, South Caro l i na ,  South Dakota , a n d  Ten nessee--­
each have fewer than one hundred res ident Hmong .  None of the othe r  
g roups d isp lay any  comparable level o f  geographic compress ion .  
Exp l a i n i n g  Hmong Settlement Patterns i n  America 
There appear to be two pr imary fo rces which have been d riv ing 
the H mong resett lement patte rns---f i rst , p rospects for both i m mediate 
and long-te rm economic betterment and second ,  extended fami ly and 
c lan ob l i gat ions .  Add ing  on to these facto rs , secondary i nf luences on 
H mong resett lement i nc lude prospects for farm ing ,  access to job t ra i n i ng  
and  ESL programs, access to  short-term we lfare support (main ly AFDC) , 
favorab le c l imate and topography, and avoidance of large congested 
metropol itan areas . In short ,  this analys is suggests that the Hmong i n  
A m e r i c a  a re atte m pt i n g  to make the  best  ou t  of a most d i ff i c u l t 
c i rcu mstance by attempt ing to recover the i r  accustomed economic self­
s uff ic iency without an undue abandonment of the i r  fam i l ia l  and c lan 
ob l i gat ions wh ich are at  the core of  the i r  cu ltu ral ident i ty. 
I n it iatives Towards Economic Betterment 
The var ious federal s ite repo rts on H mong resett lement p rovide 
a r ich record of how central the economic bette rment mot ive is  to the i r  
secondary m igration patterns. And yet t h i s  does not mean that the Hmong 
uncr i t ical ly accept the f i rst job offe r they get. Some Hmong actual ly 
leave jobs i n  search of lang uage programs and/or vocat ional  trai n i ng  
opportun it ies which carry hopes o f  bette r future employment.  To i l lust rate 
th is ,  the cases of Hmong m ig rat ion to and subsequent ly away from Fo rt 
Smi th ,  Arkansas and Port land , Oregon w i l l  be br ief ly examined .  Fort 
Smith  w i l l  be d iscussed fi rst as a case of p lanned secondary m ig rat ion 
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away f rom Southern Ca l i forn ia  (one of the Hmong  magnet states) . 
Subsequently, the Portland , Oregon case w i l l  be d iscussed to h i gh l ig ht 
other factors (but espec ia l ly  the ro le  of state and federal  welfare po l ic ies)  
that jo i nt ly serve to in f luence Hmong secondary m ig ration .  
The Fort S m ith Case 
The f i rst H m o n g  fam i l i es  to move to Fort S m ith  a rr ived i n  
November, 1 979 a n d  we re soon fo l l owed b y  othe rs w h o  fo rmed a 
cohes ive Hmong commun ity of 296 by 1 983 . S u rpr is i ng ly, "as many as 
e ighty percent of the employab le ad u lts who went to Fort Sm ith were not 
on publ ic  ass istance pr ior  to the i r  move but left steady, fu l l -t ime jobs i n  
order  t o  gO. "25 The odd ity o f  th is  resett lement effort i s  compounded by 
real iz ing  that th is  move meant leav ing  rather  than rejo i n i ng  re lat ives.  
Th is puzzl i ng  mig rat ion of Hmong i nto an u ncharted reg ion of the Un ited 
States is best understood as an outg rowth of Hmong p lan n ing  for long­
term economic se lf-suff ic iency. The s i te  report i nd icates that, r ig htly o r  
wrong ly, t he  Hmong  leaders be l ieved that by  re locat ing  i n  Fort Sm ith a 
number of social  and economic advantages wou ld accrue ;  namely, i t 
was be l ieved that there we re good prospects for many man ufactu ri ng  
jobs,  that there were reasonable p rospects fo r  sma l l  farm ing ,  that i t  was 
feas ib le  for Hmong to p u rsue self-employment th rough smal l  bus i ness 
ventures, that the cost of l iv i ng  in Arkansas was less than most othe r  
states ,  and  i n  general that the i r chances o f  becoming  i ndependent of 
welfare and uncertain emp loyment were improved . I n  short ,  the whole 
Fo rt Smith co m m u n ity re locat ion  was p re m ised upon p rospects of 
economic betterment with less government interference stemming  from 
we l fare dependence .  I t  i s  notewo rthy  as we l l  t h at t h i s  " p i o n e e r  
commun ity" attracted H mong fam i l ies from various parts of Cal iforn ia ,  
f rom Montana (M issou la) , f rom I l l i no is ,  f rom Ok lahoma,  f rom M i n nesota 
(St. Pau l ) ,  and from Utah (Salt Lake C ity) . 
However, i n  sp ite of an ausp ic ious start, economic d iff icu l t ies 
soon arose i n  a fa lte r ing state economy. Many jobs were lost and the 
d reams of becoming self-employed by acqu i ri ng  and farm ing  land ,  rai s i ng  
l ivestock, and  creat ing bus iness enterprises qu ickly faded . I nstead , many 
Hmong fam i l ies fou nd themselves unemp loyed , without AFDC e l i g i b i l ity, 
and with mount i ng  hospital b i l ls i ncu rred as a resu l t  of ch i l db irth  and 
i l l nesses. By 1 988,  there were on ly  46 Hmong i n  the State of  Arkansas 
and by 1 990 only 23. The Hmong ,  i n  th is scenar io,  were clear ly motivated 
to move i nto and  l ate r ou t  of t he  State of A rkansas p r i m a r i l y  by 
emp loyment p rospects and the l i ke l i hood of be ing ab le to farm fo r a 
l i v i n g .  And today there is a s i m i la r  movement of Hmong i nto the State of 
Sou th  Caro l i n a  s e e k i n g  a n  ag r i c u l t u ra l  l i festy le  w h e re eco n o m i c  
se l fs uff i c ie ncy m i g ht b e  poss i b l e  w i thout  t he  necess ity o f  wel fa re 
dependence and where t rad it ional fami ly  and c lan ob l igat ions m ight more 
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eas i ly be obse rved . 
The Portland Case 
The Hmong sett lement in and subsequent mass m ig rat ion  out 
of Po rt land ,  Oregon beg ins  in 1 976 and extends over the decade of the 
1 980s . The f i rst H mong to arr ive in Port land in 1 976 were among the 
ear l i est refugee arr ivals of th is  g roup  in the U n ited States .  As was 
customary at t h i s  t ime ,  these refugees we re hand led  by vo l u nta ry 
agenc ies such as the Cathol ic Resett lement Off ice of Catho l ic  Char it ies 
who ident i f ied sponsors to assist these fami l ies i n  the i n it ia l  adjustment 
to American society. However, by 1 98 1 , Hmong fam i l ies a l ready sett led 
in Po rt land began assum ing  the major  ro le of sponsors for  new arr ivals 
from the refugee camps of Thai land .26 These new arr ivals p l us  added 
secondary m ig rat ion  swe l led the s ize of the Port land Hmong commun ity 
to a peak of 4 ,500 by December, 1 98 1 . However, an  exodus  m i g rat ion  
to the Central San Joaqu i n  Val ley of  Cal i forn ia  began i n  the Fal l  of 1 98 1  
and cont inued through the Spr ing of 1 983 d ropping the H mong popu lat ion 
i n  Port land to one-fou rth its pr ior  s ize ( 1 ,068 persons) . And s i nce then 
the H mong  popu lat ion i n  the ent i re State of Oregon has d ropped to j ust 
438 persons .  I n  o rder  to accou nt for th is  90 percent deci mat ion of the 
Port land H mong commun ity i n  less than a decade ,  we m ust cons ider  
both the push and pu l l  factors operat ive i n  th is  State.  Among the var iety 
of pu l l  facto rs were the d ream of smal l  farming  opportun it ies in Cal i forn ia ,  
access to more Eng l ish language t rai n i ng  p rograms i n  Cal ifo rn ia ,  the 
des i re to p romote fami ly  reu n if icat ion ,  and access to fami ly  we lfare 
p rog rams i n  Cal iforn ia .  
Foremost among the push factors were the chang i ng  federa l  
po l ic ies def i n i ng  we lfare e l i g ib i l ity for the Hmong refugees.  As many 
Hmong  arr ived i n  the US  without e i ther Eng l i sh  speaki ng  apt i tude or 
marketab le job sk i l l s ,  the need for special t ra in i ng  and/o r temporary cash 
ass istance was c ri t ica l .  And, s i nce most states had "fami ly  composi t ion" 
rest r ict i ons  which excl uded two parent Hmong  fam i l ies f ro m  AFDC 
e l i g i b i l ity, t he  federal Government enacted var ious b i l l s  between 1 975 
and 1 992 extend ing  cash assistance to needy I ndoCh inese refugees .  
Th is  commenced wi th the I ndoCh ina M ig rat ion  and Assistance Act  of  
1 97 5  and was fo l lowed by the  I ndoC h i na M i g rat i o n  and  Refugee  
Ass istance Act o f  1 977 . These b i l ls were fo l lowed by  the  we l l -known 
Refugee Act of 1 980 wh ich re moved "fam i l y  compos i t i on "  we l fa re 
requ i rements and created the Refugee Cash Assistance (RCA) p rogram.  
Th is  i mportant p rogram provided for the federal Gove rn ment to pay 1 00 
percent of the pub l ic assistance costs of each arr iv i ng  I ndoCh inese 
refugee over a th ree year per iod . However, beg i nn i ng  in 1 982 federal 
subs idy of RCA was d im i n ished to 1 8  months and was then red uced to 
on ly 8 months i n  1 992. The consequence of th is van ish ing federal we lfare 
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subs idy for I ndoChi nese refugees was to e levate the importance of state 
we lfare pol ic ies .  And Oregon was one of the twenty-fou r  states that 
restricted AFDC e l i g ib i l ity to s i ng le parent fam i l ies .27 S i nce Hmong are 
a very fami ly-or iented g roup with an extremely low d ivorce rate, re latively 
few Hmong fami l ies i n  Port land met the s i ng le parent AFDC requ i rement ,  
thereby i ntensify ing the economic pressu re to resett le .  
By contrast, Cal iforn ia extends AFDC e l i g ib i l ity to needy fami l ies 
without regard to whether o r  not both pare nts are l iv ing together. I n  
addit ion ,  Cal i forn ia and Wiscons in  are among the few states who take 
the generous approach i n  i nte rp ret ing  the ru le that rec ip ients p rove that 
they have worked for s ix of the p rev ious th i rteen quarters i n  o rder  to be 
e l ig ible for welfare support .28 As a consequence, welfare e l ig ib i l ity pol ic ies 
resu lted i n  a strong motive fo rce to leave Oregon and ente r ne ighbori ng  
Cal iforn ia . 29 Th i s  i s  i n  fact t he  local ity to  wh ich  most o f  t he  Portland 
H mong d id m ig rate . 
It is of te l l i ng  s ign if icance that of the 1 ,068 Hmong i n  Port land 
i n  1 988,  some 87 percent of the fam i l ies there we re economical ly self­
suffic ient. This is i n  sharp contrast to the 28 pe rcent of the Hmong fami l ies 
i n  Cal i forn ia that were self-suff ic ient as of th is same date.  Whi le there is  
no ignor ing the fact that the th ree States att ract ing  the g reatest Hmong 
popu lat ion g rowth between 1 983 and 1 990 are the same states w i th  the 
h ighest percentage of  fam i l ies  on welfare , th is  shou ld  not  be i nterpreted 
to mean that Hmong prefe r welfare dependency over economic self­
suff ic iency. On the contrary, as the Port land case i nd icates, the Hmong 
are inc l i ned to  m ig rate mostly out of  economic necess ity. Those Hmong 
fam i l ies who have been successfu l  i n  earn i n g  enough money to get  off 
welfare subs idy have for the most part chosen not to mig rate even when 
many k insmen f rom the same local ity have moved on i n  search of better 
employment p rospects . Good evidence of th is  i s  p rovided by compari ng  
the ave rage econom ic  se l f -suff i c ie ncy of  the  Hmong co m m u n it i es  
ident if ied as  pos it ive-g rowth and  those ident i f ied as  negative-g rowth i n  
Table 2 .  The  mean economic  se l f -suff ic iency of the fam i l ies  i n  the  
negative-g rowth H mong commun it ies is  84 percent wh i le  the fami l ies i n  
t he  pos i t i ve-g rowth H mo n g  c o m m u n it i es  have a mean  eco n o m i c  
se lfsuff ic iency of j ust 30 percent .  T h e  nu mber  o f  H mong fam i l ies i n  th is  
former  g roup was 1 , 594 wh i le  the n umber of H mong fam i l ies i n  the latter  
g roup  was 1 5 ,2 1 7 . I t  appears that Hmong fami l ies wi thout adequate 
j o b s  o r  adeq u ate  j o b  p ros pects move on w h i l e  t hose  w h o  h ave 
establ ished some measu re of  economic v iab i l ity remain .  However, s i nce 
most H mong who s ucceed i n  becom i n g  econom ica l ly  se l f -suff ic ient  
genera l ly do not  own bus inesses, the i r  capacity to employ fe l l ow H mong 
o r  to susta in  large numbers o f  dependents is  very l im ited . Th is  fact, i n  
tu rn ,  accounts for much  o f  the  ongo ing  secondary m ig rat i on .  And the  
states most l i ke ly to  attract the less  fortunate job-seek ing H mong  a re 
Cal iforn ia ,  Wiscons i n ,  and M i nnesota. The s imp le  explanat ion for th is  i s  
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that these states have emerged as the "most fr iendly" towards the H mong 
i n  te rms of the i r  AFDC pol ic ies and , equal ly important, i n  te rms of  the i r  
support services re lat ing  to  language t ra in ing  and job p lacement .  Fo r 
example ,  Wiscons in  and M i nnesota were two of the f ive states wh ich 
e lected to part ic i pate i n  the Key States I n i t iat ive (KS I )  i n  1 987.  Th is  i s  a 
fede ra l ly funded ,  vo l untary p rogram that supports a set of coord i nated 
act i o n s  to  i n c rease se l f -suf f ic ie ncy of H mo n g  and oth e r  seve re ly  
d isadvantaged refugees.  The  essence o f  the  KSI  approach is to  remove 
the most c rit ical barrie rs to fami ly  self-suff ic iency on a g roup-specif ic 
bas i s . 3o 
Extended Fam ily and Clan Obl i gations 
The fact that the large majo rity of the Hmong fam i ly  u n its in the 
U n ited States are not yet economical ly self-suff ic ient means that there 
are strong  p ressu res on  these fam i l ies .  And s i nce some states have 
de l iberate ly made p rogrammatic effo rts to meet the needs of the H mong 
refugees ,  th is  has  produced a ce rta i n  g ravitat ional  pu l l  towards e i ther  
Cal ifo rn ia ,  Wiscons in ,  or  M i n nesota. And th is is  whe re Hmong c lan ,  
fam i ly, and ancestral ob l igat ions enter as another  powerfu l  factor  in  
expla i n i n g  the g roup 's  resett lement patte rns . 3 1 
As unemployed adu lt Hmong ,  who are st i l l  the major ity, g ravitate 
towards the states with the most refugee support services and the h ighest 
month ly AFDC cash payments,  fam i ly reun if ication  p ressu res tend  to 
attract othe rs who may be on ly  marg inal ly employed in other  reg ions .  
As stated i n  one of  the  federal Hmong resett lement stud ies ,  "the attraction 
of  fam i ly  reu n if icat ion and the des i re of  the popu lat ion to l ive together  
seem to become an increas i ng ly i rres ist ib le force,  so that i n  p laces l i ke 
the Central Val ley of Cal i forn ia ,  fo r example ,  m ig rat ion  cont i nues even 
i n  the face of massive unemployment, h igh  welfare dependence and 
i nadequately funded social serv ices . " 32 Of cou rse ,  th is  same dynamic 
m ight work to pu l l  Hmong out of the magnet states if a secu re employment 
anchor  were to be establ ished elsewhere.  However, g iven the large 
p e rcentage of H m o n g  e l de rs wi thout  E n g l i sh  l anguage  f l u e ncy o r  
t ra n sf e r a b l e  j o b  s k i l l s  a n d  g i v e n  t h e  s u b s ta n t i a l  a m o u n t o f  
transgenerat ional  fam i ly ob l igat ion (often referred to as "f i l ia l  p iety") that 
is characte rist ic of H mong trad it ion ,  geograph ical ly scattered H mong 
ind iv idua ls become subject to  a k ind  of  cu l tural g ravity that pu l ls them 
back together i nto c lan  g roup ings .  The real ity o f  th is  i s  best v isual ized i n  
Table 3 where t h e  geograph ic spread of t h e  Hmong across states can 
be seen as far less than fo r the Vietnamese, Cambod ian ,  Laot ian ,  or 
Thai g roups .  Recall that there were 20 states with fewer than ten resident 
H mong persons .  
And not un l i ke some ethn ic  g roups i n  the  U n ited States but far 
more so than average , marr iage outside the H mong g roup  is strong ly  
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d iscou raged. Th is is  yet anothe r  i nd icat ion of how trad i t ional  custom 
operates upon the H mong to d i rect the i r  geog raphic movements towards 
areas where other  H mong  are a l ready sett led . 33 U n l i ke mainst ream 
Americans aff i l iated wi th n uc lear fami ly  structu res and re lat ive ly smal l  
n u m b e rs of c lose re lat ives ,  H mo n g  a re aff i l i ated wi th c lans wh ich  
recogn ize a meas u re o f  ob l igat ion i n  he l p i ng  t he i r  members to  adj ust to 
the i r  new society. Wh i le  l im ited resou rces genera l ly  cu rtai l  the ab i l ity of 
Hmong to accommodate moves of large numbers of clan re latives to a 
g iven local ity, the Hmong a re sti l l  re latively f ree to change res idence on  
a temporary o r  p rov is iona l  bas is .  Th i s  tendency may lead to  double 
count ing  of H mong res idents as they dec ide which res ident ia l  local ity i s  
most  p romis ing  fo r the fut u re we lfare of  o ne's i mmed iate fami ly. Of  
course, it is  t rue that Hmong ethnogenesis is  part o f  a d ia lectical p rocess 
through which ethn ical ly negot iated adaptat ion to mainstream custom 
and law occurs .  As such , the Hmong c lan system of social  o rgan izat ion  
cont i n ues ,  i n  i ts own r i gh t ,  to i n f l ue nce the  patte rns of res iden t ia l  
movement exh ib ited by  Hmong i n  the  U n ited States today. Th is  i nf luence 
extends to the t rad i t ional  customs through which Hmong leaders dec ide 
when and to where it i s  appropriate to move the i r  v i l l age .  H mong  
resett lement tendencies m ust be v iewed i n  t he  context o f  a cu l tu ra l  
he ritage that subord i nates the needs of the i nd iv idua l  to those of the 
fam i ly  (e lders espec ia l ly) and the c lan .  And it is  i n  th is  larger  context 
that the welfare needs of the H mong e lderly have a g reater i mpact over 
the resett lement f reedoms of the young  than we rea l i ze .  The conf l ict 
between Hmong and mai nstream American welfare t rad it ions is  wel l  
exp ressed b y  J e re my H e i n  as fo l lows : " I n  t he  Ame r ican mode o f  
i ncorporat ion ,  refugees are expected t o  use state resources a s  i nd iv iduals 
or  households ,  not as members of an extended k in  g roup or  an ethn ic 
commun ity. Refugees' res ist the social welfare system's i nd iv idua l ization  
o f  the  adaptat ion p rocess and  tu rn to the i r  k in  and  ethn ic  netwo rks fo r  a 
co l lect ive response .  Use of state resou rces is an  e lement  of t he i r  
co l lect ive adaptat io n ,  and the resu l t  i s  a constant conf l ict betwee n  
refugees a n d  refugee manage rs . "34 
Conclusions 
Whi le the patte rns of secondary m i g rat i on  exh ib ited by the 
H mong refugees s i nce 1 975 are superf ic ia l ly  baff l i ng-- -showing  as they 
do g reatest popu lat ion  g rowth i n  those reg ions with the h ighest rates of 
u nemp loyment  and wel fare depende nce---t he re is no nethe less  a n  
exp lanat ion for th is  that does not i n  any way i mply a def lated "work eth ic "  
i n  th is  commun ity. Th is  exp lanat ion o f  Hmong res ident ia l  move ments 
focuses on the reconci l iat ion of the twin goals of economic se lfsuff ic iency, 
compl icated by chang ing  federa l  and state welfare po l ic ies ,  and the best 
efforts of the Hmong to accommodate the i r  trad it ional obl igat ions to fami ly, 
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clan , and ancestors . I n  some i nstances , such as the previously described 
resett lement  in Fo rt S m ith , Arkansas, p rospects for  econom ic  se l f ­
suff ic iency were so strong as to r isk resett l i ng  a H mong  commun ity i n  a 
state with very few refugee support services and strict welfare po l ic ies 
which rendered most H mong ine l i g ib le .  The site records i nd icate that 
those H mong fami l ies around the country who have been successfu l  i n  
f i nd i ng  jobs  and who have become economical ly self-suff ic ient are not 
so i nc l i ned toward movement as are those without such good fo rtune .  
N onethe less , a comp lete explanat ion of  H mong resett lement 
patte rns req u i res that attent ion also be paid to the vital  ro le  that H mong 
fam i l y, c lan ,  and ancestral  ob l igat ions p lay. Hmong are not " rugged 
i nd iv idua l ists" i n  the mainstream American t rad i t ion who are f ree to 
m ig rate wherever they m ight choose without giving serious consideration  
to the i r  commun ity ob l igations .  This imported cu ltu ra l  rea l ity may be 
seen as a lte rnate ly a strength and a l iab i l ity i n  the move towards H mong 
economic  se lf-suff ic iency i n  the Un ited States. On the posit ive s ide ,  the 
H m o n g  c o m m u n ity p rov ides a so l id  anchor  fo r poo l i n g  soc ia l  and 
eco n o m i c  resou rces and suppo rt i ng  some persons  who m i g ht not  
otherwise be capab le of  acqu i ri ng  gainfu l  employment .  On the negative 
s ide ,  soc ia l  t ies to fami ly and c lan may serve to constra in  the ready 
mob i l ity of younger  and more educated Hmong i nd iv idua ls .  
And f i n a l l y, beyo nd  these co re facto rs u n d e r ly i n g  H mo n g  
secondary m i g rat ion  patte rns ,  there are also a var iety o f  secondary 
i nf luences at work. For example,  the Hmong trad it ion of farming cont inues 
to motivate many fam i l ies to move i nto reg ions that they be l ieve offe r 
p rospects of smal l  farm ing .35 Another st rong in f luence upon H mong 
m ig rat ion  has been access to  job t rai n i ng ,  job p lacement services , and 
Eng l ish lang uage p rograms (such as ESL) . I n  add it ion ,  the Hmong d rive 
towards economic self-suff ic iency cannot be d ivo rced from the matter of 
chang i ng  federal  and state welfare pol ic ies.  The net i mpact of these 
changes has been to sh ift the welfare burden from the federal to the 
state level and i n  the p rocess has resu lted i n  some states being much 
more att ract ive to and supportive of Hmong social service needs .  
Some lesse r cons ideration  has been g iven to the c l i mate and 
topography of  a reg ion .  Pr io r to the i r  arr ival i n  the U n ited States few 
Hmong had any experience with the r igors of a f ri g id  winter season nor  
were many accustomed to h igh  dens ity u rban/i ndustr ia l l iv i ng .  The one 
common th read that appears to b ind the complex set  of motivat ions for 
H mong  resett lement is  " hope for the futu re . "  Not u n l i ke so many 
imm ig rant and refugee g roups i n  the h isto ry of the U n ited States ,  the 
Hmong demonstrate a f i rm resolve to adapt to the i r new society. The 
g reat cha l lenge confront ing the Hmong is to accomp l ish  this without, in 
the p rocess ,  breaki ng  the i r  t rad it ional k insh ip  bonds which are at the 
core of the i r  identity as a people .  
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In broad overview, we may conclude f i rst ly that wh i le publ ic pol icy 
has attempted to encourage the geograph ic d ispersal  of Hmong across 
America, the k insh ip  ob l i gat ions of this g roup have effect ive ly worked 
against this objective. Second ly, we may conclude that the pattern of 
Hmong secondary m ig ration ,  exh ib ited in th is  paper, fo l lows the genera l  
pattern of geog raphic concentrat ion exh ib ited by the other  Southeast 
Asian refugee g roups but takes th is  patte rn to a h i gher  leve l .  And f ina l ly, 
i nasmuch as the H mong cont i nue  to express a m ig rant as opposed to a 
m inority or ientat ion ,  the centra l ity of the i r  extended fam i ly and c lan 
ob l i gat ions are l i ke ly to re i nfo rce th is  resett lement patte rn .  
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"Shared Ethnicity" in Transracial Adoption 
Cia Verschelden 
Kansas State U n iversity 
The discussion of trans racial adoption of black infants 
by white parents calls into question the distinction be­
tween race and ethnicity for these child ren and their 
families. Research on the overall success of these adop­
tion indicate that most of the child ren are well-adjusted , 
have healthy self esteem, and do not have problems 
with issues of racial identity. This paper suggest that 
the concept of "s hared ethnicity" might be useful con­
struction for understanding these multiracial families . 
This paper is an exp loration of issues of t ransracial  adopt ion of 
b lack i nfant ch i l d ren by wh ite parents , f rom an ethn ic  studies perspec­
t ive . My husband and I are wh ite and the parents of two black adopted 
sons (and two homemade daughters ) .  I am also a soc ia l  worke r, so I 
have both a personal and profess ional  i nterest i n  the top ic .  The d iscus­
s ion of t ransracial adopt ion cal ls i nto quest ion the d isti nct ion between 
race and eth n ic ity fo r these b lack ch i l d ren  and the i r  adoptive fami l ies .  
There are two i mportant perspectives f rom which th is  is a c rit ical q ues­
t ion . The f i rst is  the i nte rnal  exper ience of the i nd iv idua l  person of be ing 
a member of a specif ic eth n ic g roup ,  of possess i ng  a ce rta in  "ethn ic ity. " 
The second is the percept ion of the larger  comm u n ity o r  society of the 
i nd iv idua l  based upon v is ib le  rac ia l  character ist ics ,  e . g .  when we see a 
phenotyp ical ly Asian pe rson ,  we make some assu mptions about that 
person 's cu l ture and behavior. 
An examinat ion of the issue of ethn ic ity i n  cases of adopt ion  
demands that we t ry to resolve the p rob lem of  whethe r ethn ic ity is  an 
i nhe rited t rait (b io log ica l ly  o r  genetica l ly  t ransfe rred and thus i nborn) or  
someth ing  that is learned (transferred to the ch i ld  f rom i nfancy th rough  
t he  p rocess o f  socia l izat ion ) .  I f  ethn ic i ty i s  i nhe rited ,  i f  i t  is  part o f  ch i l ­
d ren  when  they are born , t hen  to  avoid  robb ing  ch i l d ren  o f  the i r  ethn ic 
b i rt h ri ght ,  adoption shou ld  be t ight ly rest ricted with i n  ethn ic g roups .  For 
i nstance, on ly German Mennon ites shou ld adopt a ch i ld  of German Men-
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non ite b i rthparents,  on ly I r ish Cathol ic adoptive parents shou ld  be ap­
p ropriate for ch i l d re n  of I rish Catho l ic  b i rthparents , etc . 
If eth n ic ity i s  learned as part of the soc ia l izat ion p rocess ,  then 
an i nfant who is  adopted by parents wi th a d ifferent ethn ic ity than h is  or  
her  b i rthparents wou ld be los ing noth i ng ,  s imply g rowing  up  with the 
eth n ic i ty of the adoptive parents.  Such a ch i ld wou ld not have a sense 
of  bei ng  deprived of  a b i rth r ight ,  hav ing been socia l ized i n  the ethn ic  
env i ronment o f  the adoptive fam i ly, j ust as  b io log ical ch i l d ren s imp ly  
accept the i r  fam i ly  eth n ic ity as  the i r  own without quest io n .  
Regard less o f  t h e  i nternal experience o f  t h e  adopted c h i l d  and 
whethe r eth n ic ity is  i nherited o r  lea rned , the soc ia l  real ity is  that most 
i nd iv idua ls i n  our society cont inue to v iew people d iffe rent ly based on 
" race . "  One of the most prominent cr it iques of transracia l  adopt ion of 
b lack ch i l d ren by wh ite parents is  that these parents cannot teach the i r  
b lack  ch i l d ren  the necessary sk i l l s ,  att itudes , and strateg ies to  su rvive 
as a black person i n  a wh ite-dominated society. 
I n  th is  paper, I w i l l  b rief ly review the evo lut ion of trans rac ia l  adop­
t ion in this country and its i nc idence in recent years .  I w i l l  then s u mma­
rize the major  object ions to the pract ice as a context from which to look 
at the research  f i nd ings  f rom stud ies of these adoptees.  F rom there ,  I 
w i l l  focus on  the ways i n  which an eth nic stud ies perspective can p ro­
v ide i ns ight i nto transrac ia l  adopt ion .  A central issue is  the arg u me nt 
that t ransrac ia l ly adopted b lack ch i ld ren do not learn how to i nteract with 
society i n  the ways in which society expects them to behave. Quest ions 
ari s i ng  out of  th is  issue are the fol lowing :  I n  teach ing  our  ch i l d ren  how 
to "f i t  i nto" society based on the color of the i r  ski n ,  are we not col l ud i ng  
i n  a p rocess that pe rpetuates t he  ste reotypical and  dest ructive i mages 
and real i t ies of rac ia l  m i nor it ies i n  U . S .  SOCiety? ;  and How do we p re­
pare our ch i l d ren for the harsh real it ies of adu lthood i n  th is  society (v io­
lence, d iscrim ination ,  g reed , etc . )  without creat ing  a self-fu lf i l l i ng proph­
ecy and contr ibut ing to the mai ntenance of the status quo? 
Transracial  Adoption i n  the U n ited States 
The pract ice of t ransracial adopt ion began in the U n ited States 
after  World War I I  when there were many orphaned and homeless ch i l ­
d ren  a l l  over the world .  I n  the 1 960's ,  with impetus from the c iv i l  r ig hts 
movement , 1 there we re increas ing  numbers of these adopt ions ,  with 
emphasis on p lac i ng  black ch i ld ren in wh ite homes.2 In 1 970 , "one-th i rd 
of the 6 ,500 black ch i l d ren i n  adopt ion were p laced with wh ite fami ­
l ies . , ,3 After the very c lear  statement i n  opposit ion to  the p ractice from 
the Nat iona l  Associat ion of B lack Social Workers (NABSW) i n  1 972,  the 
nu mbe r decreased s ign if icant ly; ha l f  as many transracia l  adopt ions were 
done i n  1 987 as i n  1 97 1 .4 Accord ing  to a 1 992 report ,  "two percent of 
the total popu lat ion of ch i l d ren i n  the Un ited States are adopted . "S Out 
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of th is  number of adopt ions ,  1 2% are t ransracia l , accord i ng  to the N a­
t iona l  Counc i l  for Adopt ion ;6 ha lf of these are wh ite parents adopt i ng  
Asian ch i l d ren ,  p redominant ly Korean ch i l d ren '? " I n  1 987, b lack-white 
t ransrac ia l  adopt ions were est imated to be 1 , 1 69 ,  whi le adopt ions of 
ch i l d ren of other races--mai n ly  Asian and H ispan ic--were est imated to 
be 5 ,850 . , ,8 S imon esti mated that, up to 1 984, "approximate ly 20 ,000 
black ch i ld ren had been p laced in wh ite homes i n  the U n ited States . "9 
Major Objections to Transracial Adoption 
F ro m  my u n d e rsta n d i n g  of t h e  p rofess i o n a l  l i t e ratu re o n  
transrac ia l  adopt ion ,  there are fou r  major  object ions t o  the p ract ice ; two 
i nvolve the exper ience and deve lopment of the ind iv idual  ch i l d ren  and 
two address larger  issues of soc ietal race re lat ions .  Concern ing  the ch i l ­
d ren themse lves , t he  f i rst c la im is  that b lack ch i l d ren  ra ised by  wh ite 
parents w i l l  not deve lop a strong  b lack identity and b lack cu ltu ra l  pr ide ,  
wh ich may we l l  resu l t  i n  fee l i ngs  of  low self-esteem and overa l l  poo r 
psychosocial adj ustment . 1 0  The second concern is that wh ite parents 
cannot teach a black ch i l d  the strateg ies to s u rvive as a rac ia l  m i no rity i n  
a wh ite-dominated soc iety. 1 1  
The object ions from a societal perspective are that b lack women 
prod ucing  babies for wh ite fam i l ies is a cont i nuat ion of the h istor ic ex­
p lo itat ion of b lacks by wh ites in the U n ited States 1 2  and that the rais i ng  
o f  black ch i ld ren by  wh ite fam i l ies is  part o f  a p rocess o f  cu ltu ra l  geno­
c ide. 1 3  The st rongest opponents of t rans rac ia l  adopt ion do not  accept 
two assu mptions that have d riven the p ract ice:  " ( 1 ) that the black com­
mun ity cannot p rovide the needed b lack  adoptive parents , and (2 )  that 
rais ing  the black ch i ld  i n  a wh ite home w i l l  be bette r than rais i n g  h i m  i n  
a n  i nst itut ion o r  foste r home . ,, 1 4  A statement that summarizes th is  cu l ­
tu ra l  opposit ion was made by  the P res ident o f  NABSW in  1 985 ,  reaf­
f i rm ing  the i r  1 972 response : 
We are opposed to t ransrac ia l  adopt ion as a so lut ion to 
permanent p lacement for B lack ch i l d ren . We have an 
ethn ic ,  mora l ,  and p rofess iona l  ob l i gat ion to oppose 
t ransrac ia l  adopt ion .  We are therefore legal ly j ust i f ied 
i n  our  effo rts to p rotect the r ights of B lack ch i ld ren ,  B lack 
fami l ies ,  and the B lack commun ity. We v iew the p lace­
ment of B lack ch i l d ren  i n  wh ite homes as a host i le  act 
against ou r  commun ity. I t  is a blatant fo rm of race and 
cu l tural  genoc ide . 1 5  
With regard to the f i rst rejected assumpt ion ,  I ag ree that the 
c la im that  an adeq uate n u mber of  b lack  adoptive homes are not ava i l ­
able is  most l i ke ly more a fu nct ion o f  t he  fai l u re o f  t he  soc ia l  se rv ices 
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system to fac i l itate access to the p rocess than a re l uctance on  the part 
of the black commun ity to respond to the need . Th is  man ifestat ion of 
i nst i tut ional  rac ism that pe rpetuates th is  fai l u re certa in ly  needs to be 
e l im inated th rough more appropriate personne l  and p rocedu res .  
Whi le I am i n  sympathy wi th those members of  the b lack com­
mun ity who feel strong ly that the i r  ch i ld ren shou ld remain with i n  the black 
commun ity and that the movement of b lack  babies i nto wh ite fam i l i es 
has an  u ncomfo rtable feel of potent ia l  explo itat ion and co lon izat ion ,  it is  
d iff i cu lt fo r me to ass ign  such ins id ious motivat ion to i nd iv id ual parents 
and fam i l ies who are i nvolved . The ph i losoph ical and pol i t ical issues of 
social and economic just ice that are i nherent in these object ions are 
beyond the scope of this paper, which is  i ntended to look at the exper i ­
ences of ch i ld ren  i n  fam i l ies.  (A Time artic le i n  Aug ust,  1 995 ,  repo rted 
that the NABSW had altered its posit ion to accept t ransrac ia l  adopt ion 
as a th i rd opt ion beh ind p reservat ion of  b io log ical Af r ican-American fami ­
l ies and the p lacement o f  black ch i ld ren  i n  b lack homes . 1 6) 
I s  the adoption of 20,000 ch i l d ren i n  50 years part of a larger  
pattern of  explo itat ion and dominat ion i n  an overal l strategy by wh ites to  
erode the b lack commun ity? I n  te rms of  popu lat ion ,  the numbers are too 
smal l  to have much effect on eithe r group. I nd iv idua l ly, have some black 
ch i l d ren been p laced with wh ite parents for the "wrong "  reasons? S u re ly 
some have been motivated by what m ight be cal led parent-centered 
reasons rather than by ch i ld-cente red reasons.  Certa in ly some social  
workers have p laced b lack ch i l d ren with wh ite fam i l ies because of the 
fai l u re of  the system to recruit b lack fami l ies .  My understand ing  is that, 
in genera l ,  most cases s imp ly i nvolve a black ch i ld  who needs a home 
and wh ite parents who are des i rous of  p rov id ing  one.  In  l i ght of  the 
research ,  it does not seem j ustif ied to ass ign  rac ia l ly  host i le  i ntent ions to 
ind iv idua ls who part ic ipate i n  th is  p ract ice. 
Research Resu lts : Racial Identity, Self-Estee m ,  Adjustment 
Beg i nn i ng  in the 1 970s, several stud ies have been done to de­
term i ne the success of transrac ia l  adopt ion from a variety of perspec­
t ives. Ch i l d ren 's  adjustment to adoption and their overa l l  we l l -be ing  has 
been compared to black ch i l d ren adopted by b lack parents, othe r  non­
w h ite ch i l d ren  adopted by wh ite parents, ch i l d ren adopted i n racia l ly, 
adopted ch i l d ren i n  genera l ,  as we l l  as to the total popu lat ion of ch i l d ren .  
Research has  ind icated that about 75% of  adopted ch i l d ren " " .wi l l  g row 
up to be normal ad ul ts . ,, 1 7  Feige l man and S i lverman ,  in 1 984, found 
l i tt l e  ev idence to suppo rt c la ims of  the damag i n g  consequences of 
t ransrac ia l  adopt ion .  Studies showed that about th ree-fou rths of the 
ch i l d ren (mostly p readolescent and younger)had adapted wel l  and that 
rac ia l  awareness,  ident if icat ion ,  and se lf-esteem d id  not appear to be 
prob lemat ic . 1 8  I n  1 98 1 , Fe ige lman and S i lverman cond ucted a fo l low-
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up of a 1 975 study i n  which they su rveyed 372 adoptive fam i l ies .  Num­
bers based on t he  rac ia l  and  nat ional  subg roups o f  the last adopted 
ch i l d  of these fam i l ies i nc l uded 65 wh ite , 47 b lack ,  1 6 1 Korean ,  1 9  
Col umb ian ,  and 22 other  ch i l d ren .  At the t i me of the study, two-th i rds of 
the ch i l d ren were between seven and twe lve years of age , wh i le  the 
remai n i ng  t h i rd we re th i rteen to twenty-f ive .  In  the  1 975 study, 
Fe ige lman and S i lverman concluded that the c h i ld 's  age at p lacement 
was the most decis ive e lement i n  i nf luenc ing b lack ch i l d ren 's  maladj ust­
ment scores. 1 9  Again i n  the i r  1 98 1  research , they found that ,  although  
race d ifference and rac ia l  antagon ism had some i nf luence i n  t he  out­
come of t ransracial adopt ion ,  these factors we re " . . .  overshadowed by 
the s ign if icance of factors associated with the ch i ld 's  age and long de­
lays i n  h is  or her  eventual adoptive p lacement . ,,20 In conc lus ion , they 
d id  not f ind support for arguments that t ransrac ia l lr adopted ch i l d ren  in 
wh ite homes exper ience psycholog ical damage . 2 
A study by Johnson ,  Sh i reman ,  and Watso n ,  of fam i l ies who 
had adopted c h i l d re n  in the early 1 970s , i nvo lved i nte rv iews of 26 
transrac ia l  (b lack/wh ite) adoptive fam i l ies and 26 i n rac ia l  (b lack/b lack) 
adopt ive fam i l ies .  The fam i l ies had been i nte rviewed short ly after the 
adopt ion ,  agai n when the ch i ld was fou r, and a t h i rd t ime at  age e ight .  At  
age e ight ,  the authors report that "about three-quarters of  the t ransracia l ly 
adopted ch i l d ren were judged to be doing we l l ;  to enjoy c lose re lat ion­
sh ips wi th  the i r  parents,  b rothers ,  and s iste rs ;  to have fr iends ;  and to be 
re lat ive ly f ree of  symptoms of  e mot ional  d ist ress . ', 22 Re lative to rac ia l  
ident ity, the number of  ch i l d ren who ident i f ied themse lves as b lack was 
the same in t ransrac ia l  as i n rac ia l  adoptive fam i l ies . 23 
McRoy, Zurcher, Lauderdale ,  and Anderson exami ned the se lf­
esteem and rac ia l  ident ity of ch i l d re n  in 60 fam i l ies , 30 in wh ich wh ite 
parents had adopted b lack ch i l d ren  and 30 in wh ich  b lack parents had 
adopted black ch i l d ren .  The mean age of the ch i l d ren  was 1 3 . 5  years . 
With regard to se lf-esteem,  the authors conc luded that there was no 
d ifference between the t ransrac ia l ly  and i n rac ia l ly  adopted ch i l d ren in  
the sample .  The leve l of  se lf-esteem of  the adoptees was as h igh as is  
found among the genera l  popu lat ion .24 
The data about rac ia l  ident ity is more d iff i cu lt to i nterpret . Of the 
ch i l d ren adopted by wh ite parents ,  on ly  e i ght had two b lack  b io log ical  
parents ,  whi le the remai n ing  22 were of m ixed pare ntage.  Only f ive of 
the ch i l d ren  adopted by black parents were of m ixed pare ntage .  McRoy 
et a l .  report that " trans racia l ly adopted ch i l d ren were more l i ke ly to iden­
t ify themse lves as be ing adotted and to use rac ia l  se l f - referents than 
i n rac ia l ly adopted ch i l d re n . ,, 2 Most (86%) of the wh ite parents of  m ixed 
parentage adoptees cons idered the i r  ch i l d re n  to be 'b i rac ia l ,' and were 
re luctant to acce�t the not ion that they wou ld  be soc ia l ly  and legal ly 
def ined as b lack.  6 The black parents of s im i la r  ch i l d ren ,  on the othe r  
hand ,  tended to  stress to  t he i r  ch i l d ren that they wou ld  be  soc ia l ly  de -
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f i ned as black. There was a g reat deal of cong ruency between the per­
cept ion of the parents and the ch i l d ren with regard to rac ia l  ident ity. S i nce 
there were no d iffe rences i n  se lf-esteem among these g roups of ch i l ­
d ren ,  McRoy, e t .  a l .  suggest that these f ind ings suppo rt ear l ier  observa­
t ions that " . . .  se lf-esteem and rac ia l  self-percept ion may operate i nde­
pendently i n  b lack adopted ch i l d ren . ' , 27 
S imon  and Altste i n ,  in 1 972,  1 979,  and 1 984, i nterv iewed 88 
fami l ies who had adopted t rans rac ia l ly. A long with parent i nterviews , 
these researchers tal ked to 2 1 8 ch i l d ren i n  these fam i l i es .  When par­
ents were asked about the i r  re lat ionsh ip  with the i r  adopted ch i ld ren ,  79 
(90%) fami l ies responded that it was "basical ly pos it ive and good " o r  
" there are p rob lems,  but t he  posit ive e lements outwe igh  t he  negat ive 
ones . "  On ly 9 ( 1 0%) fami l ies choose "the p roblems are such that the 
negat ive e lements outwei g h  the posit ive ones" o r  "basical ly negative 
and bad . , ,28 In su mmary, S imon and Altste i n  desc r ibe the majo rity of 
the fam i l ies in the i r  study as warm , we l l - i ntegrated , with healthy i nd i ­
v idua l  self-esteems and  posit ive re lat ionsh ips with each other.29 
The research on  trans rac ia l  adopt ion ,  then ,  suggests that the 
p ract ice resu lts i n  a ve ry posit ive outcome for most of  the ch i l d re n  and 
fami l ies .  In summariz ing the i r  rev iew of the recent l iteratu re on  transrac ia l  
adoption ,  S imon and A ltste i n  state that the research cont i n ues to dem­
onstrate that ,  
. . .  t ransracia l  adoptees do not  seem to be los ing the i r  
rac ia l  i dent it ies , they do not appear to  be  rac ia l ly un ­
aware o f  who  they are, and  they do not d isp lay nega­
t ive or  i nd iffe rent rac ia l  att i tudes about themselves . To 
the contrary, it appears that transrac ia l ly  p laced ch i l ­
d ren and the i r  fam i l ies are . . .  l iv i ng  qu ite normal and 
satisfy i ng  l ives.30 
The case is put more strong ly  by Bartholet in her 1 993 book on adopt ion 
and the pol i t ics of  parent ing when she states that there is  v i rtua l ly  no 
evidence that t ransrac ia l  adopt ion has a harmfu l  effect on  ch i l d ren .  She 
c la ims ,  howeve r that " . . .  there is  extens ive, u n refuted ,  and overwhe lm­
i ng ly  powe rfu l  evidence that the de lays i n  permanent p lacement and the 
den ia ls  of  such p lacement that resu l t  f rom cu rrent match i ng  po l ic ies do 
devastat ing  damage to the ch i ld ren  i nvolved . ,,3 1  
The quest ion o f  whether  or  not  wh ite parents can  teach a b lack 
ch i ld the strateg ies to su rv ive i n  a wh ite-dominated society has not been 
specif ical ly add ressed by adopt ion research .  Th is may be part ia l ly  be­
cause the p rocess of teach ing  these st rateg ies has not been ident i f ied . 
Accord ing  to Tizard and Phoen ix ,  " . . .  we lack knowledge of the extent to 
which black parents , . . .  p rovide the i r  ch i l d ren with the means to cope with 
rac ism,  or  what the various cop ing  mechanisms are ,  s ince these issues 
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have rare ly been stud ied . , ,32 Research  on t ransrac ia l  adoptees up  to 
age 25, however, has i nd icated very posit ive resu lts in terms of se lf­
esteem ,  rac ia l  ident i ty, and general  psychosoc ia l  adjustment .  One wou ld  
expect that ,  i f wh ite parents had fa i led i n  th is  c ri t ical s u rvival issue ,  th is  
wou ld  have had a s ign if icant effect on  these re lated meas u res Elf  we l l ­
be i ng .  Without evidence to  the contrary, i t  i s  reasonable to  conclude 
that these adoptive fam i l ies have p rovided b lack ch i l d ren  with the psy­
cholog ica l ,  emotional , and soc ia l  st re ngth to p rosper in the larger soc i ­
ety. 
The concern around th is  issue of teach ing  s u rvival sk i l l s  is actu­
a l ly a conce rn about how a person i nte racts i n  the wor ld g iven societal 
perceptions based on physical racia l  identity. A re levant issue is the un ique 
natu re of i nterrac ia l  adopt ive fam i l ies .  Even though wh ite parents are 
sti l l  wh ite after they adopt b lack ch i l d re n ,  I wou ld  argue that there is a 
qual itative d ifference between these fam i l ies and un i racial fam i l ies. When 
we were i n  the p rocess of our f i rst adopt ion and were cons ider ing the 
quest ion of race, the socia l  worker to ld us that ,  " I f you adopt a b lack 
ch i ld ,  you w i l l  become a b lack fam i ly. "  She was shari n g  with us her  p ro­
fess ional  experience of commun ity response to such adoptions .  
Smal l  described th ree types of  fam i l ies who adopt t ransrac ia l ly. 
With i n  the th i rd type, he fou nd the " rea l  pare nts." These parents go be­
yond the i r  own inte rest toward the interest of the ch i l d ,  are open-mi nded , 
secure i n  the i r  own ident i t ies and are able to res ist societal p ressu res 
that ref lect ste reotypes and narrow v iews of fam i l y. ''They eventua l ly  
become black fam i l ies i n  wh ite sk ins .',33 Thus ,  wh i le not phys ical ly be­
coming  b lack,  wh ite parents of b lack ch i l d re n  may develop some of the 
same survival ski l l s  that b lack parents have , poss i b ly f rom experiences 
of rac ism and d iscrim inat ion pe rpetrated on  the i r  fam i ly. 
It has certa in ly  been the exper ience of ou r  fami ly that we are a 
d iffe rent fami ly  now than we were before we adopted the boys. We are 
much better connected now to the b lack commun ity, we are much more 
l i kely to attend mu lt icu l tura l  events, especial l y  African-American ce lebra­
t ions.  We have recent ly made a dec is ion to move outs ide the U n ited 
States to do some service work and o u r  choice of ass ignment was s ig ­
n if icant ly effected by concerns about  the acceptance of  ou r  non-wh ite 
ch i l d ren .  Al thoug h  instances of blatant rac ism perpetrated on our  fam i ly 
have been rare , they have had a p rofound effect on  o u r  worldview as 
parents and as US  c i t izens .  Th is  t ransfo rmat ion i n  the natu re of the 
transrac ia l  adoptive fami ly is  a subject for fu rther  research i n  the f ie ld . 
Is Eth n i c ity a B irthr i g ht? 
We have seen that ,  i n  genera l ,  ch i l d re n  who have been adopted 
trans rac ia l ly are we l l -adj usted and have heal thy self-esteems and rac ia l  
ident it ies. Sti l l ,  some of  us question  whether, i n  the b ig  p ictu re ,  t ransracial 
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adopt ion is a good idea. On ly the strongest opponents argue that it is  
bette r fo r b lack ch i l d ren  to spend the i r  ch i ldhood i n  foste r care or  an 
i nst i tut ion than with wh ite parents.  Many people ,  even those who have 
ser ious concerns about the pract ice, tend to ag ree with A ltste i n  when he 
states ,  "A b lack home is  always bette r than a non-b lack home,  but a 
fam i l y  is better than a non-fam i ly. , , 34 When we beg i n  to look at the 
d ist i nct ion between race and eth n ic ity, the issue becomes even more 
compl icated . 
Race. is a set of physical characte ristics that d ist i ngu ish  one g roup 
of  people f rom another. Eth n icity is  the " . . .  characte r or  qua l ity of  an eth ­
n ic  g roup . , ,35 " ' Ethn ic  g roup '  is a reference g roup i nvoked by  people 
who share a common h i storical sty le (which may be on ly assumed) ,  
based on overt features and va lues ,  and who,  th rough  the p rocess of 
i nte ract ion with others,  identify themselves as shar ing that style .  , , 36 "Race 
is not the same as cu l ture [ethn ic ity] . Racial  characte rist ics are physical  
and i nborn ,  whi le cu l tural [ethn ic] characterist ics are learned and ac­
q u i red after b i rt h . , , 37 "A person does not be long to an ethn ic  g roup  by 
cho ice .  He is  born i nto it and becomes re lated to it th rough e mot iona l  
and symbo l ic  t ies . , ,38 
So far, t ransracia l  adopt ion makes sense with i n  these concep­
t ions of race and eth n ic ity. A ch i ld 's  physical characte rist ics p rescr ibe a 
certa in  descr ipt ion accord ing  to race , but the ch i ld g rows up  with a g iven 
eth n ic ity, wh ich is accepted by the ch i ld as "natu ral . "  S i nce no  one gets 
to choose the i r  ethn ic ity, th is  exper ience is not d iffe rent than that of ch i l ­
d ren  who are raised by  the i r  b io log ical parents. However, when  we co n­
s ider  the aspect of  ethn icity that is  based on the exte rnal percept ions of  
society, then the case is not  so c lear. 
Isaj iw, i n  d iscuss ing  the subject ive approach to the def i n it ion of 
ethn ic ity, 
. . .  defi nes eth n ic ity as a p rocess by wh ich i nd iv idua ls 
e i ther ident ify themselves as be ing d iffe rent f rom oth ­
ers o r  be long ing  to  a d i ffe rent g roup or  are ident if ied as 
d iffe rent by othe rs ,  or both ident i f� themse lves and are 
ident i f ied as d iffe rent by others .3 
A b lack ch i l d  raised by wh ite pare nts m ight ident ify h i m  or  herself i n  the 
context of  h i s  o r  her  parents' eth n ic ity, but wi th the recogn it ion of race ,  
for i nstance, black Ge rman Mennon ite o r  black I r ish Catho l ic .  The ch i ld 's  
socia l  environ ment ,  however, m ight ass ign  h i m  or  her  the ethn ic ity of 
African-American ,  with the variety of assumptions and expectat ions that 
m ight  entai l .  Contact with th is  social envi ronment ,  then ,  cou ld  be con­
fus ing and a ch i ld m ight be i l l -prepared for the i nteract ions .  
"An ethn ic  2 roup cons ists of  peop le who conceive of  themselves 
of be ing of a ki nd . "  0 Th is  concept ion poses further concerns re lat ive to 
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t ransracial  adopt ion . With what "k ind "  w i l l  a b lack ch i ld be ing ra ised by 
wh ite parents ident i fy? I f  ethn ic ity is learned pr imar i ly  f rom fam i ly, ch i l ­
d ren  w i l l  be long to  the ethn ic g roup o f  the i r  parents. They w i l l  take on an  
ident ity with the i r  " k i nd , "  as  they l ive and deve lop with i n  the i r  extended 
fami ly, ne ighborhood , commun ity, schoo l ,  chu rc h ,  etc . ,  j ust as al l  ch i l ­
d ren are soc ia l ized . I n  t he  case o f  these black ch i ld re n ,  however, the i r  
" k i n d "  m ight b e  def ined i n  society d i ffe rent ly t h a n  the way it  i s  def ined i n  
t he i r  fam i ly and  i mmediate soc ia l  envi ron ment .  The research seems to 
i nd icate that th i s  has not been problematic for  the ch i l d re n ,  but st i l l ,  is it 
fai r and r ig ht? Are we robb ing these ch i l d ren  of someth i ng  that is  r ig ht­
f u l ly the i rs ,  i . e .  to be ra ised in a fam i ly  that matches the i r  racia l  charac­
ter ist ics so that there is  less potent ia l  confus ion  between race and 
eth n ic i ty? 
In a p rev ious ly quoted statement from NABSW, the opposit ion 
to t ransracia l  adopt ion is  just i f ied i n  terms of p rotect i ng  the r ights of black 
ch i l d ren .  Another g roup ,  the North American Counc i l  on  Adoptable Ch i l ­
d ren (NACAC) ,  wh i l e  support i ng t rans rac ia l  adopt ion i n  o rder  to  p revent 
u n necessary de lays in p lacement, contends that " . . .  the eth n ic  and CU l ­
tu ral  he ritage of  the ch i ld i s  an essent ia l  r i gh t .  . .  , ,4 1  I n  l i g ht of the over­
whe lm ing ly pos it ive resu lts of the research  on  the outcomes of t ransrac ial 
adopt ion , Hayes rejects the " ri ghts" arg ument .  H e  sees that the objec­
t ive of i ncu lcat ing  m inority ch i l d ren  with eth n ic  and cu l tu ral  awareness 
has deve loped out of a pol i t ical agenda opposed to trans rac ia l  adopt ion .  
Accord i ng  to th is  agenda ,  there is  on ly  one correct way to raise m inority 
ch i l d ren ;  Hayes contends that other  approaches may we l l  be j ust as 
effect ive. He den ies that m i nority ch i l d ren  p laced for adopt ion have e i ­
ther  the r i gh t  o r  the need to  deve lop a d ist i nct ethn ic ident ity o r  aware­
ness of cu ltu ra l  he ritage .42 
Although f rom a narrow legal ist ic v iew, I m i g ht agree with Hayes ,  
from a pract ical  parental v iew, I strong ly  d isagree .  Whether  o f  not  my 
sons  have a "r ig ht" to  a re levant rac ia l  and cu l tu ral  ident i ty, i t  wou ld  seem 
absurd and even crue l  to deny that to them. The ex istence of race as a 
s ign if icant social  construct is a fact i n  US  society. To i g nore that real ity i n  
the ra is ing  o f  any o f  o u r  ch i ld ren wou ld  b e  neg lectf u l  a t  t h e  very least. A 
healthy self-esteem ,  which i ncludes a sense of cu l tura l  awareness, wou ld  
seem to be a ve ry basic goa l  o f  a l l  parents fo r the i r  ch i l d re n .  
When  the  r ig hts o f  c h i l d re n  a re a t  i ssue  i n  d iscuss ions  o f  
t ransrac ia l  adopt ion ,  o n e  other aspect shou ld  be cons idered . I ron ica l ly, 
NACAC, the g roup that aff i rmed the r ight of ch i l d ren  to the i r  eth n ic and 
cu l tu ral  he ritage ,  a lso f i rmly states i ts  commitment to another  r ight :  
We be l ieve every ch i ld  has the r ig ht to a lov i ng ,  'fo rever' 
fam i ly of h is or her  own . For a g reat many ch i l d ren now 
in foste r o r  i nst i tut ional care, permanency and love can 
only be found th rough adopt ion . . . .  43 
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As i n  many issues addressed by soc ia l  services po l icy-makers and p rac­
t i t ioners ,  adopt ion decis ions requ i re a g reat deal of p rofess iona l  j udg­
ment  that balances the various r ights and needs o f  a l l  o f  the part ies 
i nvo lved . 
M ulticultural ism 
D r. Mart i n Luther  K ing ,  J r. d reamed of  and worked for a wor ld  in  
wh ich people would be judged by the content of  thei r characte r rather  
than by the co lor of  the i r  ski n .  When wh ite parents adopt b lack ch i l d ren 
because they des i re to parent a ch i ld  (not specif ical ly a wh i te  ch i ld) , we 
fee l  some d iscomfort about the r ig htness of the p ract ice.  We worry that 
with a wh ite upbri ng i ng ,  ch i l d ren w i l l  not know how to act l i ke people 
m ight expect them to act when they go out i nto the world . They wi l l  not 
expect to be t reated a certa in  way because of the co lor  of the i r ski n .  
They w i l l  not have t h e  necessary " i nc l i nat ion toward doubt o f  wh ite per­
sons" o r  the "adaptive inc l i nat ion to d istrust" that they need for surviva l .44 
By teach ing  our  ch i l d ren  to expect negative t reatment because of the i r  
race,  are we  not col l ud ing  i n  and  even re i nforc ing t he  status quo  i n  wh ich 
people are i ndeed j udged f i rst by the color of  the i r  sk in? 
G iven the social  real it ies of  race re lat ions i n  the U n ited States 
today, we shou ld  be worr ied about all of our ch i l d re n .  Teach i ng  ou r  
b lack  ch i l d ren to  d ist rust a l l  white people and  to  expect to  be t reated 
u nfai r ly is p robably not a good solut ion .  Cons ideri ng  the recu rr ing inc i ­
dence of v io lence against women by men ,  we shou ld worry about  our  
daughters .  Teach ing  our  daug hte rs to d istrust a l l  men and expect to be 
abused by them is  p robably not  a good idea .  I t  makes sense to me that 
we shou ld  love each of ou r  ch i ldren fo r who they are and to n u rtu re the i r  
se lf-esteems so  that they can  wal k ou t  i nto t he  world with t he i r  own 
strength and the i r  own p ride in the i r  i nd iv idual  race, gender, and ethn ic ity. 
And i n  a l l  of th is  leg it imate worry, is there not room fo r some 
leg it imate ce lebration?  We cou ld ce lebrate the fact that some ch i ld ren  
and some parents and  some brothers and  s isters o f  var ious descr ip­
t ions have gotten together to make fami l ies and that most of them seem 
to be doing wel l .  We cou ld celebrate the fact that ,  i n  sp ite of i nc reas ing  
rac ia l  tens ion i n  the  larger society, some fami l ies are l iv i ng  together  i n  
harmony i n  mu lt i rac ia l  communit ies .  I sn 't that what we say we want? 
Bartho let has observed that transrac ia l  adoptees perceive "the i r  world 
as essent ia l ly p l u ra l ist ic and mu lt ico lored , "  and suggests that the i r  so­
c ia l izat ion i n  two worlds m ight make them better prepared to operate in 
both .4S 
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Conclusion 
When I began th is  exp lo ration  i nto t ransracial  adopt io n ,  I was 
motivated by both a p rofess ional  and personal  i nterest. I wanted to bet­
ter u nderstand the issues, hoping that an ethn ic  stud ies pe rspective wou ld  
shed some new l i ght on the subject. The research  seems to p resent a 
posit ive eval uat ion of the p ract ice of trans rac ia l  adoption  for most of the 
ch i l d ren and the i r  fam i l ies.  P rofess iona l ly, I be l ieve that the social  ser­
vices system must do a more effective job of ident i fy ing  and recru i t ing 
b lack adoptive parents,  not  because b lack ch i l d ren  are necessar i ly in  
pe r i l  w i th  wh ite parents , but  because we cannot affo rd to ignore any 
resou rces for the care of  a l l  of  ou r  ch i l d ren . 
Transrac ia l  adoptive fam i l ies are on ly  a subgroup of a g rowing  
number o f  fami l ies ,  for  i nstance those that a re formed th rough i nte rra­
c ia l  marr iage or remarriage,  in wh ich adu lts and ch i l d re n  of a variety of 
races and/or ethn ic i t ies jo in  together. I suggest that such fam i l ies c reate 
the i r  own "shared ethn ic ity, " a un ique  b lend of the rac ia l  he ritage and 
cu l tural backg ro u nd of the members ,  carr ied out i n  the p resent in fami ly  
exper iences, trad i t ions and val ues.  
Even  though I agree i n  pr inc ip le that ch i l d ren do not have an 
ina l ienable r ight to any specif ic ethn ic  heritage ,  I i ntend to raise my ch i l ­
d ren to be proud of who they are ,  i nc lud ing  the i r  membersh ip  i n  a rac ia l  
g roup .  Our  fami l y  va l ues and ce lebrates d iffe rence,  wh ich rep resents 
the richness of what each of us br ings to each other  and to the world .  
Our  fam i ly  ethn ic ity w i l l  be a "shared ethn ic ity" g rowing  out o f  ou r  col lec­
t ive pasts and our p resent cho ices about how to be i n  the world .  Racial  
identity wi l l  be one of many factors that wi l l  i n f luence th is un ique ethn ic ity. 
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R acial Safety and Cultural Maintenance : 
The Childcare Concerns of 
Employed Mothers of Color 
Lynet Uttal 
U n i versity of Wisco n s i n-Madison 
When employed mothers of  color transfer the care of 
their children to childcare providers, their needs and 
concerns reflect their status as members of historically 
subordinated racial ethnic groups in the United States. 
This paper introduces two new concepts--racial safety 
and cultural maintenance--to show how racial ethnic 
group membership and traditional cultural practices and 
values are critical concerns that influence the decisions 
and choices that employed mothers of color make about 
who will provide care for their children in their absence. 
This analysis is based on in-depth interviews with Mexi­
can American, African American and Guamanian Ameri­
can employed mothers of infants, toddlers, and pre­
school-aged children. 
Introduction 
In the 1 930s , doctors p rofessed a s i ng le  model  of i nfant care 
that was p romoted as superior  to t rad i t ional  ethn ic  i nfant care p ract ices . 1 
A s i m i lar  movement is cu rrent ly takin g  p lace today i n  the 1 990s i n  the 
f ie ld of  paid ch i ldcare services. Ch i ldcare advocates a re p ress i n g  fo r 
the p rofess ional izat ion of ch i ldcare work and the p ract ice of a s i ng le  
mode l  o f  deve lopmenta l ly  appropriate care. U nder ly ing  th is  p roposal i s  
the assumpt ion that ch i ld  reari ng  can  be stripped of  cu ltu ra l  va lues and 
pract ices, and that the type of  care a ch i l d  rece ives can be offered i nde­
pendent of the soc ia l  and cu ltu ra l  locat ion of the ch i ld 's fam i l y. 
Th is model ignores how membersh ip  i n  h istor ica l ly  subord i nated 
rac ia l  eth n ic g roups creates a d iffe rent exper ience for people of co lor  
than exper ienced by the Wh ite popu lat ion .  C h i ldcare research has iden­
t i f ied systematic d ifferences i n  p references by  socioeconomic and rac ia l  
Ethnic Studies Review Vol. 19 ,  No. 1 (February 1996) : 43-59. 
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eth n ic  g roups .  One d ifference f requent ly noted is that Af r ican American 
pare nts,  specif ical ly, and low i ncome parents, general ly, v iew ch i ldcare 
as an  educat iona l  sett i ng  more so than do Wh ite parents.  Wh ite par­
ents,  espec ia l ly  m idd le  c lass ones, a re more l i kely to view ch i ldcare as 
an opportun ity for the i r  ch i l d ren  to have social i nteract ions with othe r  
ch i l d ren .2 Afr ican American parents express a g reater p reference for 
ch i ldcare that provides st ructu red academic p rograms for p reschool aged 
ch i l d re n ,  whereas midd le  c lass Wh ite parents prefer loosely structu red 
act iv it ies that expose thei r ch i l d ren to d iffe rent concepts th roug h  p lay. 
Th is  h i gh  val uat ion of educat ion is rooted i n  be l iefs that early educat ion 
w i l l  p repare ch i l d ren  for k indergarten and create a st ronger  foundat ion 
for soc ia l  mobi l ity th rough education .3 Afr ican Ame rican parents are 
also more l i ke ly to advocate the use of authoritar ian d isc i p l i n i ng  sty les 
such as p�sical  pun ishment and authoritarian commands by ch i ld care 
p roviders.  I n  contrast , Wh ite parents are less l i ke ly to support the use 
of corpora l  pun i shme nt i n  daycare , even though they may p rivate ly use 
these methods at home. 
One study found that Af r ican Amer ican parents expected the 
daycare center's staff to be aware of and sens it ive to rac ia l  issues and 
objected when the daycare cente r's p rog ramming v io lated th is  expecta­
t ion . 5 In another  study, Ch i nese Amer ican parents expressed concern 
about the conf l ict i ng  messages ch i ld ren get when what is taught at home 
d iffe rs f rom what is taught at  the i r  daycares,6 such as d iffe r i ng  be l iefs 
about how to add ress e lders and eat ing  p ract ices (e . g .  whether p icki ng  
up  a bowl and  eat ing  f rom i t  is  acceptable) . These concerns are i mpor­
tant to take i nto account because early ch i ldhood ed ucat ion research 
has shown that p resentat ions of posit ive ethn ic  images are important in  
the formu lat ion of  ch i l d ren 's  self- images and fo r the t ransmiss ions of  
cu l tu ra l  val ues .7 Yet ,  when ch i ldcare advocates propose a s ing le model  
of deve lopmental ly appropriate ch i ldcare, they ig nore the s i gn if icance of 
membersh ip  i n  a h istorica l ly  subord inated rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup  and CU l ­
tu ra l  va lues i n  how ch i ldcare arrangements are chosen .  
Racial g roup membersh ip  and cultural practices are important 
because they create a lens, or  h istorical consciousness, through which 
ch i ld  care is assessed.  H istorical consciousness, accord ing  to poet and 
scholar Jan ice Gou ld ,8 is  the awareness of one's h istorical identity. In her 
d iscussion of Nat ive American women ,  Gould states that h istorical con­
sciousness is the h istorical awareness of 500 years of i nternal colon ia l ism 
and genocide.  Although ind iv idual Native American women come from 
many d ifferent tr ibes and lead very d ifferent l ives , Gould argues that the ir  
h istorical consciousness i nforms how ind ividual women l ive the ir  l ives out 
on a dai ly basis .  Their  h istorical consciousness reflects the i r  social h isto­
ries as members of part icu lar gender, race, ethn ic, and c lass g roups. 
H istor ical consciousness of thei r status as members of h i stor i ­
cal ly subord i nated rac ia l  ethn ic  g roups i nforms the types of concerns 
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employed mothers of color have about leavi ng the i r  ch i l d ren i n  other  
people's care. I n  th is  art ic le ,  I exp lore two express ions of  th is  h i stor ical 
consc iousness i n  emp loyed mothers '  v iews of the i r ch i ldcare arrange­
ments :  rac ia l  safety and cu ltu ra l  maintenance. The int roduct ion of two 
concepts is central  to u nderstand i n g  why parents of co lo r  seek out 
ch i ldcare p rov iders who are members of the i r  own rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup 
and how they v iew ch i ld  care p rovided by persons who do not share 
the i r  rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup membersh ip  and/o r knowledge of the i r rac ia l  
eth n ic  h istor ies.  Fu rthermore ,  th is  a rt ic le not on ly  ident i f ies ch i ldcare 
problems re lated to overt forms of rac ism ,  but a lso d i scusses the p rob­
lems that occur  when wel l - i ntent ioned Wh ite ch i ldcare p roviders lack the 
cu l tura l  competency to care for ch i l d ren of d ifferent rac ia l  ethn ic  g roups .  
Methods 
This paper is based on  i nterviews with f ifteen  women of co lor  (7 
Mexican American , 7 Afr ican America n ,  and 1 G uamanian American) .  
The analys is  p resented i n  th is  paper is  part of a larger  research p roject 
that examined how emp loyed mothers of i nfants , todd lers ,  and p re­
school-aged ch i l d ren made, mainta ined ,  and changed the i r  ch i ldcare 
arrangements . I n -depth i nterv iews were conducted with 32 employed 
mothers in a Northern Cal iforn ian county du ring  the period of 1 990- 1 992.  
Because th is  study was explo rato ry, I used max imum variat ion sam­
p l i ng  to ensure i nc lus ion of a d ive rs ity of exper iences . Th is samp l i ng  
method was used to  locate the  sample because un l i ke snowbal l  sam­
p l ing which somet imes produces a t ight ly networked and homogeneous 
sample ,  maximum variat ion samp l i ng  i nte rrupts the soc ia l  l i n ks between 
respondents and the researcher, and d ivers if ies the sample on several 
d ifferent facto rs . I n  th is  study, mother 's ethn ic ity, occupat ion ,  and type 
of ch i ld  care were the th ree c rite r ia pu rposefu l ly d ive rs if ied . This sam­
p l ing pract ice resu lts i n  an analys i s  that represents a b road range of  
exper iences, rather  then one that is  l im ited to a homogeneous sample .  
Most mothers were i nterv iewed on ly  once and i nte rv iews lasted f rom 2-
6 hours .  Every interv iew began by aski ng  the emp loyed mothers about 
the h i sto ry of the i r  ch i ld care arrangements. Du ri ng  the f i rst wave of 
i nterv iew ing ,  mothers we re encou raged to tal k  about any issues that 
came to m ind .  I n  the second wave,  i n-depth p rob i ng  focused on  th ree 
topics:  the mean i ng  of ch i ldcare ,  concerns about the i r  c u rrent s i tuat ions ,  
and the i r  re lat ionsh ips w i th  the i r  ch i ldcare p rov iders .  I n  the f i na l  wave of 
in terv iew ing ,  employed mothers were a lso asked to respond to my de­
velop ing  ana lyses .  I analyzed data as an ongo ing p rocess ,  and new 
i nformat ion was constantly compared wi th  p revious interv iews to push 
for the development o f  categories and explanations that genera l ized from 
the synthes is of several i nd iv idua l  experiences . 
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Accord i ng  to the 1 990 U .S .  Census ,  the Northern Cal i fo rn ia  
county i n  wh ich  th is  study was conducted was 85% White ,  1 0% H is ­
pan ic ,  4% As ian  American and less  than 1% B lack. 9 The ch i ldcare 
economy of th is  cou nty i s  o rgan ized around two sectors : the formal sec­
tor composed of l icensed fami ly  daycares and non-profit (not chu rch­
based)  and federa l ly funded ch i ld  care centers, and the i nformal secto r 
composed of an underg round economy of care p rovided by re lat ives 
and un l icensed i nd iv idua l  careg ivers ,  i nc lud ing  a labor pool of Mexican 
and South American imm ig rant women .  The div is ion of the ch i ldcare 
economy i nto two secto rs , a formal and an u nderg round one ,  is a com­
mon characte rist ic nat ionwide. 1 0 
The ava i lab i l ity of a labor pool of low paid ,  women of co lor  i s  
a lso typ ical ; i n  other  parts o f  t he  country these women wou ld  more l i ke ly  
be Afr ican American .  However, the extremely smal l  popu lat ion of  Afr i ­
can Amer icans i n  th is  county ( less than 3 ,000) l i m ited the ava i lab i l ity of 
Afr ican American ch i ldcare p rov iders and African American mothers re­
ported g reat d iff icu lty i n  locat i ng  same race prov iders .  I n  contrast, due  
to the s izable popu lat ion o f  Mexican Amer icans, Centra l  and South 
Amer ican imm ig rants in th is  county, Mexican American mothers ,  l i ke 
Wh ite mothe rs ,  had less d iff icu lty locat ing a pool of p rovide rs of the i r  
same rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup .  
The Concern for Racial Safety 
Accord i ng  to Harr iette P ipes McAdoo, "the 'extreme'  d iff icu l t ies 
wh ich Wh ite society imposes on  B lack people by denying their  ident i ty, 
the i r  values ,  and the i r  economic opportu n it ies are not u n usua l  o r  ex­
treme but 'mundane, '  da i ly  p ressures for B lacks . " 1 1  McAdoo compares 
l i v ing  with rac ism to l i v ing  in a harsh physical envi ronment .  In o rder  to 
s urvive,  h isto rical ly  subord inated rac ia l  ethn ic  g roups have to adapt the i r  
cu l tu res and mater ia l  and  socia l  structu ral arrangements to  accom mo­
date the dai ly pervasiveness of th is harsh  env i ronment .  McAdoo iden­
t i f ied how rac ism affects job opportun it ies,  hous ing ,  and hea l th  care fo r 
Afr ican Amer icans,  and we know that these condit ions a re a lso i mposed 
upon other h istorical ly subord inated racia l  ethn ic g roups,  such as Lat inos ,  
As ian Amer icans ,  and Native Americans. 1 2  
Awareness of rac ism i n  U .S .  society was a common topic when 
mothers of  co lor  ta lked about  the i r ch i ldcare arrangements.  Because of  
the i r  own experiences wi th  rac ism,  they were concerned about  how the i r  
ch i ldren wou ld b e  treated when t h e  ch i ldcare providers were Wh ite . Often 
t imes ,  mothers d iscove red these p roblems only after ther: establ ished 
ch i ldcare arrangements. For example ,  G lor ia Thomas, 3 an Afr ican 
American waitress and mother  of two ch i ld ren ,  obse rved behaviors that 
she def i ned as rac ist .  G lor ia sa id :  
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I don 't know if she was used to [B lack peop le ] .  I t h i nk  
she was k ind o f  narrow m i nded.  I d id n't  fee l  comfort-
able, me be ing B lack. [And] she looked l i ke she put 
more energy i nto the White k ids than the Black kids. I 
t h i nk  she fe lt that I was on to her, because she  said i n  a 
coup le  days , or actua l ly I sa id , "th i s  i sn 't go ing  to work, " 
and she p retty much knew also that it wasn 't go ing  to 
work. 1 4  
G lo ria  expected Wh ite ch i ldcare p roviders to have knowledge of how to 
negot iate c ross-rac ia l  i nteract ions .  She sa id :  
I f  you are dea l ing  with my k ids ,  I hope you do have some 
cu l tural  sk i l l s .  I don 't l i ke p rej ud iceness at al l  . . .  You have 
to be not dumb .  Some wh ite people can be rea l ly stu­
pid. They say the stup idest th ings .  
When it was c lear  that ch i ldcare p rov iders l acked these sk i l l s ,  mothers 
removed the i r  ch i ld ren from the ch i ldcare sett i ng .  Frances Trudeau , an 
Afr ican American lawyer and the mother of two ch i ld re n ,  responded th is  
way when the teachers and ad min i st rato rs at  her  f ive yea r  o ld son 's 
p reschool-e lementary school fa i led to acknowledge and add ress that 
the name cal l i ng  and chas ing  of Afr ican American ch i l d re n  was rac ism.  
When she and other  parents spoke to  the d i rector, they were to ld  that 
the school cou ld not develop a pol icy to add ress these p roblems be­
cause fami l ies came from so many d iffe rent wal ks of l ife and the school 
d id  not want to te l l  people how to behave . This response red uced cross­
rac ia l  i nteract ions to ind iv idual  i nte ract ions and persona l  d i sagreements 
and fa i led to acknowledge the more systemic  natu re of rac ism.  Mothers 
of co lor  found th is  k ind of response i nadequate and f rustrat i ng  because 
they are aware of the pervas iveness of the p rob lem of rac ism.  Because 
they know rac ism's regu larity, commonness ,  and reoccu rre nce, they do 
not def ine unp leasant cross-rac ia l  i nteract ions as occasiona l ,  i nd iv idua l  
d i sagreements,  even i n  ch i ldcare sett i ngs .  
The mothers of co lo r  a lso  exper ienced rac ism when they used 
p redominant ly Wh ite ch i ldcare sett i ngs .  G lor ia  Thomas descr ibed one 
such enco u nter :  
This one woman was pretty annoy in g .  She asked me 
th is  q uest ion and to th is  day I st i l l  want to ask her  what 
did she mean by i t .  She sa id ,  "Oh ,  are you a s i ng le  
parent?" And I sa id ,  "Yes." And she  goes ,  "Oh ,  do  you 
l i ve a round here?" And I sa id , "Yes ,  I l i ve r ig ht a ro u nd 
the corne r." You could te l l  her  m ind  was [th i n ki ng ] ,  "She 
goes to th is  daycare? She 's a s ing le parent ,  B lack, 
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and she  l i ves up  here.  How can she affo rd i t?" I t 's 
rea l ly we i rd .  
O n e  o f  t h e  strateg ies that the mothers deve loped t o  p rotect the i r  
ch i l d ren f rom rac ism was to  f ind ch i ld  care with in  the i r  own racia l  ethn ic  
commun it ies .  The  use  o f  k in  and commun ity networks p rotected the  
ch i l d ren  and the  mothers f rom hav ing  to  deal with cross- rac ia l  in terac­
t ions .  When mothers of color were able to make ch i ldcare arrange­
ments with ch i ldcare p rov iders of  the i r same rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup ,  the 
concerns about racia l  safety and cu l tura l  maintenance were e l im i nated .  
Yet ,  care wit h i n  one's rac ia l  eth n ic commun ity d id  not  guarantee a f i t  
between the va lues and ch i ld reari ng  p ract ices of  mothers and ch i ldcare 
p rov iders .  Often t imes ,  mothers had several re latives and acq uai ntan­
ces f rom wh ich to choose. When th is  was the  case ,  the mothers care­
f u l ly d iscr im inated between their  choices based on what they cons id­
e red to be a good env i ronment and good care. After assu ri ng  the i r  ch i ld 's 
rac ia l  safety and exposure to t radi t ional  cu ltu ra l  p ract ices and va lues ,  
they i nvoked addi t ional  c riter ia to dec ide wh ich ch i ldcare sett i ng  was the 
best .  Sylv ia Rodr ig uez,  an off ice manager and the mother  of two ch i l ­
d re n ,  chose her  cous i n  over her  s ister- in - law. She expla ined :  
I t  depends on  who the re latives are .  L ike for examp le ,  
you know, f i nanc ia l ly  [my husband's s ister] cou ld have 
used watch [ ing  for pay] my son and my daughter at her  
house .  She's real good about feed ing  them and th ings  
l i ke that .  B ut she has a lo t  o f  marital p rob lems that I 
wou ldn 't want my k ids to be around ,  watch ing  the a rgu ­
ments and f i ghts .  I know they use  bad language and  
that's another th i ng  I don ' t  l i ke .  
L i ke Sy lv ia ,  Lupe Gonzalez,  an adm in istrative assistant and the mother  
of  an  e leven month o ld ,  was d iscr im inat ing  i n  terms of  which re lat ive she 
chose to watch her  young  baby. She had two opt ions :  an e lde rly g rand­
mother  and an aunt  who was the same age as herself .  She was p leased 
that her aunt was avai lab le to care for the baby, although she wou ld 
have left he r  baby i n  her  g randmother's care i f  necessary, but her  g rand­
mother  was e lderly and was a l ready watch ing  several other  g randch i l ­
d re n .  Because o f  her  g randmother's age ,  Lupe  fe lt that she wou ld  not 
be as attent ive or  as physica l ly  able to p ick up her baby. The advantage 
of care by the aunt was that her  i nfant son wou ld also be the on ly ch i ld 
for whom the aunt  p rovided care .  
Al thoug h  G lor ia Thomas had  left a White ch i ldcare p rov ider  be­
cause she fe l t  the White p rovider  was unable to negot iate the c ross­
rac ia l  i nte ract ions ,  she found that s imply f i nd ing  an Afr ican American 
ch i ldcare p rov ider  did not necessar i ly create satisfactory ch i ldcare ar-
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rangements. G lo ria had found a fami ly  daycare run by an Afr ican Amer i ­
can woman ,  yet  other factors p revented her  f rom fee l i ng  comfortab le 
wi th th is  arrangement .  G lo ria's v iews were i nfo rmed by B lack nat iona l ­
ism as we l l  as the hea l th foods movement .  She expressed the pol i t ical 
posit ion that she would not h i re a Lat ino imm ig rant because that re­
sembled the rac ia l  exp lo itat ion of Afr ican Americans, and she also re­
jected h igh  fat and h igh  sugar cooking  in favor of low fat and low sugar  
o rgan ic  foods. She ta lked wi th  the Afr ican American ch i l dcare p rov ider 
about what k inds of  foods were provided at  the daycare and she ex­
pressed her p reference that her ch i l d ren be p rovided with fresh j u ices 
instead of sodas or  d ri n ks with sugar  in them .  In sp ite of this i n it ia l  
d iscussion ,  i t  was not  unusual  for G lo ria  to come to p ick up  her  k ids and 
f ind them dr ink ing  sugar d rinks .  G lo ria def ined what her  ch i ldcare p ro­
v ider was doing as an African Amer ican cu l tu ra l  p ract ice : 
B lack people are raised d ifferent where they can eat 
the fr ied foods whatever. But I j ust wasn' t  t ry ing  to act 
l i ke my k ids were specia l . I was main ly  just concerned 
about the i r  nutr i t ion ,  but it wasn't  l i ke I was act i ng  they 
were more special . I was just do ing  i t  because I d idn ' t  
want them to eat any sugar. 
Unhealthy food was a p iece of her  cu l tura l  heritage that she d id  not want 
to cont i nue to p ract ice. 
S im i la rly, G loria and her p rov ider had d isag reements about what 
were appropr iate d isc ip l i n i ng  p ract ices. G lo ria ta lked with her  p rov ider  
about  these issues ,  but fe lt that  her  p references were not va l idated by 
the ch i ldcare p rov ider. She said : 
We l l ,  I d id ,  I sa id ,  " I  don ' t  be l i eve i n  h itt i ng ." And she 
said , "What do you mean by h i tt i ng?"  I sa id ,  "j ust swat­
t i ng ," and she sa id ,  "I do, you know, a s lap on the hand ." 
And I said , "p retty much even that I don' t  want ."  But I 
cou ld feel l i ke that she d idn ' t  want to hear that .  
S i nce G lor ia also wanted someth ing  d iffe rent than what she perceived 
as t rad i t ional  Afr ican American ch i l d rear i ng  p ract ices,  she moved her  
ch i l d ren i nto a daycare center where she was the o n ly Afr ican American 
parent ,  as we l l  as of the lowest socioeconomic status and backg round ,  
and one o f  on ly  two s i ng le  parents . She often found  herself  i rritated with 
what she perceived as a Wh ite sty le of i nte ract ion ,  yet, she felt the so­
cia l ,  educational , and env i ronmental advantages of the daycare cente r 
outwe ighed the need to have her ch i ld  cared for by her  p rev ious Afr ican 
American ch i l dcare p rov ider. 
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Young mothers often opposed some of the trad it ional  ch i ld  rear ing 
p ract ices used by the o lder  and more trad it ional women i n  the i r  commu­
n i t ies .  Fo r examp le ,  Mar ia He rnandez, a Mexican American off ice man­
ager  and the mother  of  a fou r  year o ld boy, expressed d issatisfact ion 
wi th  the care p rovided by her  Mexican American mothe r- i n - law. She 
said : 
I don 't rea l ly l i ke the idea of them be ing ye l led at or  
spanked . I t h i nk  if there is a behav ior  prob lem,  they 
shou ld  be ab le to te l l  [the parents] and for us to deal  
with i t .  Lucki ly, I have been i n  the s ituat ion where my 
kid i s  p retty mel low, but I 've seen her spank ing her  other  
g randch i l d ren . I wou ld n ' t  l i ke that .  
Occas iona l ly, Mar ia  wou ld  cons ider  moving her  ch i l d  to  a daycare cen­
ter. Yet ,  when Maria weighed out  a l l  facto rs ( i . e .  conven ience,  locat ion ,  
f lex ib i l i ty, cost, q ual ity o f  care, be ing with i n  the  fami ly  fo r ch i l d  care ) ,  she 
decided that th is  care by her mother- in - law was the best cho ice ,  i n  sp ite 
of the d i ffe rences about d isc ip l i n i ng  p ract ices. 
One of the formal sources of ch i ldcare refe rra ls  was th rough  the 
Cou nty's ch i ldcare referral service. This service p rovided refe rra ls  to 
l icensed daycare centers, fami ly daycares,  and un l icensed i nd iv idua l  
careg ivers. However, g iven the structure of  the ch i ldcare market i nto 
i nformal and formal secto rs , and the racia l  demograph ics of the reg ion ,  
the refe rral se rvice was not  often he lpfu l for Af rican Ame rican and Mex i ­
can American mothers .  Even though the service was p rovided i n  both 
Eng l ish and Span ish ,  several Mexican American mothers commented 
that the service was not a good source for Lat ino p roviders .  One Mex i ­
can American mother  poi nted out that when she v is ited the refe rra ls  
g iven to her  by the County's refe rral service, she saw on ly Wh ite ch i ldcare 
p rov iders and ve ry few non-Wh ite racia l  ethn ic  ch i ld ren i n  the i r  care.  
Mexican Ame rican emp loyed mothers reported that they had g reate r 
success locat i ng  Lat ino caregivers through i nformal sou rces , such as 
personal  refe rra ls  and Span ish rad io ads. Thus ,  Mexican Ame r ican 
mothers often tu rned to the i r  socia l  and commun ity-based networks to 
locate ch i ld care i nstead of us ing the ch i ldcare refe rral se rvice. Afr ican 
American mothers i n  th is study found it d i ff icu l t  to locate Afr ican Ameri ­
can ch i ldcare p roviders i n  eithe r the formal or  i nformal secto r of the 
ch i ldcare market. 
Another  cons iderat ion was that s i mply bei ng  of the same race 
d id not guarantee rac ia l  safety. G lor ia fe lt that her  Af r ican Ame rican 
ch i ldcare p rov ider was uncomfortable with the fact that her ch i l d ren 's 
father was White. Be ing b i rac ia l  located her ch i ld ren i n  a d iffe rent cat­
egory of race than be ing  labeled as s i mply "B lack." S im i la rly, other moth­
ers found that the i r searches for chi ld care were compl icated by havi ng 
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m ixed race ch i l d ren .  Ju l i e  Lopez descr ibed how her  backg round com­
p l icated what she look for i n  ch i ldcare: 
I 'm b i l i ngua l ,  but I 'm not b icu ltu ra l .  My  father  was B lack,  
my mother  was Wh ite , my h usband is  M exican .  My 
ch i ld  i s  hal f  Mexican ,  Ch icano. My g randparents a re 
Jewish .  We had a l l  these d ifferent  types of people a l l  
there and I p icked parts o f  d i ffe rent  cu l tu res . . .  My ch i l d  
is  go ing  to  ge t  a d iffe rent concept o f  d i ffe rent peop le .  
S i nce with in -g roup care was p rob lemat ic ,  anothe r  strategy that 
the mothers used to p rotect the i r  ch i l d ren  and themse lves against rac­
ism was to choose ch i ldcare sett ings that were mu lt i rac ia l .  Frances 
Trudeau sa id :  
Whenever we look at p laces for the k ids ,  we a lways 
look at what's the number of m inority k ids ,  specif ica l ly 
b lack k ids but also minori t ies .  We're a lso Jewish so 
what's the make-up in  terms of Jews . . .  [He's go i ng] to 
be spend ing  most of h is  day with these people,  what do 
they be l ieve in? What is  it that he 's gonna get e i ther  
subt le o r  not  so subt le i n  terms of the i r  teach i ngs? 
Severa l  of the midd le class , p redom inant ly Wh ite daycares had 
made a formal commitment to d iversify the ethn i c  composit ion of the i r  
staff and fam i l ies they served ,  as  we l l  as to  deve lop a mu lt icu l tura l  cu r­
r icu l um .  They offered fu l l  scholarsh ips  to ch i l d ren  of co lor  i n  o rder  to 
d ive rs ify the race and ethn ic it ies of the ch i l d re n  i n  the i r  care. Yet ,  even 
when the daycare center had a forma l commitment to m u lt icu l tural i sm,  
ch i ldcare p rov iders '  behaviors and att i tudes often demonst rated a lack 
of cu l tural competency that resu lted i n  rac ia l ly  u nsafe env i ron ments for 
ch i l d ren of color and the i r  mothers .  
Racist encounters ranged f rom outr ight  host i le  re lat ions with 
ch i ldcare staff and other  parents at the daycare to i ncompetent i nterac­
t ions with we l l - i ntent ioned Wh ite ch i ldcare prov iders who lack  exper i ­
ence with car ing fo r ch i ld ren of color and negot iat i ng  cross-cu l tura l  i n ­
te ract ions .  Au rora Garc ia ,  a Mexican American mother, exp la ined how 
this happens :  
They' re a l l  Wh ite, and they come f ro m  that perspective . 
. . And they have b l i nd spots. I don 't know how e lse to 
put i t .  They ' re coming from the i r  perspectives and the i r  
real ity, the i r  experiences, a n d  s o  t o  change that,  you 
have to ask them to. You have to he lp  them do i t ,  too. 
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And i ndeed , one of the consequences of be i ng  a parent of a ch i l d  of 
co lor  in a majo rity Wh ite daycare was the increased need for parental 
i nvo lvement .  Au rora negot iated her ch i ld 's  rac ia l  safety by becoming ,  
i nfo rmal ly, t he  daycare cente r's mul t icu l tural  consu ltant .  She i nte rvened 
when the staff at her daughter's daycare center d id  not i nterrupt behav­
ior that was rac ist and stereotyp ical , such as when a Wh ite ch i l d  p re­
tended to be an I nd ian and came to school stereotypical ly d ressed i n  
feathers a n d  headbands , wie ld i ng  a toy tomahawk,  a n d  whoop ing  war 
cr ies.  F i rst ,  she b rought to the i r awareness that certa i n  behavio rs and 
practices were racist and ste reotyp ical . In the case of the Wh ite boy 
who came to school d ressed as a stereotypical Amer ican I nd ian ,  she 
to ld them that she objected to the ch i ld 's p ract ice as we l l  as the staff 's 
encou ragement of it by paint ing ste reotypical I nd ian war pai nt on  h im .  
When  t he  daycare center was respons ive to  her  concerns and asked 
her to work with them on i t ,  she ta lked to the ch i l d re n  and staff , and 
recommended mu lt icu ltu ra l  read ings .  
Au rora acknowledged the daycare staff 's effort to improve them­
selves, bu t  a t  the  same t ime she was aware o f  the c ross-cu lt u ral  gaffes 
that were a regu lar  part of tak ing her  ch i ld  to a p redom inant ly Wh ite 
daycare cente r. She sa id :  
They are very act ively t ry ing to deal w i th  some of  these 
issues,  and to me that fe l t  good , cu l tural ly, you know. 
They made some boo-boos. [L ike] at one po int one of 
these teachers was tal k ing to one of the [Lat i no] k ids i n  
Span ish ,  a n d  s h e  said , "She's b i l i ngua l ,  r ight?" [The ch i ld  
wasn' t . ]  Then you have to decode what  you a re and 
[ let  them know that] not a l l  Ch icanos speak Span ish . 
So ,  on  one leve l ,  it was l i ke you could ig nore i t .  But  I 
had to ta l k  to her and exp la in  who I am ,  and th is  has 
been my experience,  and people assume that if you ' re 
a part icu lar  ethn ic ity then you ' re go ing to do what they 
perceive are the ste reotyp ical th ings  of that ethn ic ity. 
Because of the i r awareness of rac ism i n  U .S .  society, mothers 
of co lor  were acutely aware of whether the i r  ch i l d ren would be rac ia l ly  
safe i n  the i r  ch i ldcare sett i ngs .  When one is  a member of a h isto rica l ly  
s u bo rd i nated rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup ,  f i nd i ng  ch i l d  care that  p rovides ch i l ­
d ren  wi th  rac ia l  safety is  an important concern .  Yet ,  the search is  com­
p l icated by othe r rac ia l/ethn ic factors than s i mply what is  the ch i ld 's race 
or ethn ic  g roup .  
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The Search for Cu ltural  Mai ntenance 
Many of the mothers expressed i nterest i n  ch i l d  care by rac ia l ly  
and ethn ica l ly s i m i lar  careg ivers .  For some, th is  was motivated by the 
desi re to p rotect the i r  ch i l d ren and create a rac ia l ly safe s i tuat ion .  For 
others ,  i t was an exp l ic i t  strategy to ensure that the i r  ch i l d ren would 
learn about their cu ltu ra l  he ritage and h isto ries .  Many of the  mothers 
had been young ad u lts at a t ime i n  h istory when rac ia l  eth n ic  g roups 
began to take pr ide i n  c la i m ing  the i r cu l tura l  h i stor ies and formed nat ion­
a l ist movements. P rior  to the 1 960s , h istorical ly  subord inated rac ia l  ethn ic 
g roups were expected to soc ia l ize the i r  ch i l d ren to the domi nant Ang lo 
Saxon P rotestant va l ues that underg i rd U .S .  society. As far back as the 
1 920s, ch i ld  care services were used to "American ize" imm ig rant ch i l ­
d ren and the i r  parents . 1 5  Mothers o f  co lo r  were aware o f  these h istor i­
cal b iases and pu rposefu l ly sought out cu l tu ra l ly  s im i la r  p rov iders be­
cause they saw ch i l d  care as a s ite that wou ld  in f luence the i r ch i l d ren 's 
understand ings of the i r  cu ltu ra l  heritages .  
Several Mexican American mothers sought Span ish-speak ing  
Mex ican/Mexican Ame rican careg ivers for th is  reason .  For example ,  
when E lena Romero, a Mexican American n utr it ion ist ,  f i rst needed ch i ld  
care ,  she used th is  strategy and found a Span ish-speaki ng  p rov ider 
through a refe rral from her  husband's off ice.  She sa id :  
We found out about th is  [fami ly] day care that was run 
by a p reschool teacher that had dec ided to open up  her  
own day care .  And she was Ch icana and . . .  1 rea l ly 
wanted h i m  to know Span ish .  S i nce b i rth I had [ta l ked] 
to h i m  [ in Span ish] . . .  Anyway, so I went to th is day care 
and I rea l ly  was impressed with the daycare center  
because . . .  she was real ly organ ized . . .  and I l i ked her  rig ht 
away, yo u k n ow.  T h e n  s h e  h a d  l i ke s e n o ra s , 
mexicanas . . .  come i n  and cook for her and l i ke they would 
make a b ig  0 1 '  pot of a lbond igas . . .  a meatba l l  soup,  you 
know. So l i ke they wou ld  make rea l ly  good Mexican 
food . 
S im i la rly, Au rora Garc ia  said : 
I was hop ing  that ,  g iven that my ch i l d  wou ld be i n  the 
household for a s i gn if icant number of hours d u ri n g  the 
day, that there be some [ethn ic] s im i lar ity, you know. 
Not that I 'm  t rad it ional , I don't consider myself  trad it iona l ,  
bu t  those val ues I wanted,  k ind o f  imp lanted , you know, 
issues of d isc ip l i ne ,  you know, be i n g  real ly car i ng  and 
n u rtu ri ng  and her  be ing  fam i l i a r  w i th  Span ish . 
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I n  describ ing what she looked for i n  ch i ld care ,  Ju l ie  Lopez , an 
African American mother  whose ex-husband and stepfather are Lat ino,  
sa id :  
There 's a cu l tura l  th ing . . .  one of the th i ngs for me,  and 
our  fami ly, i t  has been rea l ly  important to have [my ch i ld]  
i n  a b i l i ngua l  p lace where she can s i t  down with other  
k ids  and speak Span ish  and have a teacher that speaks 
Span ish .  They s i t  down at l unch and they speak Span­
ish together. And the writ i ng  they do is  both i n  Eng l i sh  
and  Span ish and the p ictu res on  the  wal ls  and  stuff, 
because that cu l tura l  th i ng  to me is real ly i mportant . . .  I ' m  
always more comfortab le i f  they' re b icu l tural a s  we l l ,  
versus just b e i n g  b i l i ngua l .  
Thus ,  the i r  concerns we re no t  s imply about language sk i l l s  and types of 
food that the i r ch i l d ren  would be eat i ng ,  but also add ressed a b roader  
understand i ng  that shared cu l tural p ract ices were express ions of shared 
cu l tu ra l  va lues .  
Another issue that confronted th is  g roup of  mothers of  co lor  was 
whether to foste r cu ltu ra l  maintenance and rac ia l  safety at the cost of 
m idd le  c lass opportun it ies .  In part icu lar, mothers who had been ra ised 
worki ng  c lass and were now middle c lass g rappled with th is  p rob lem.  
When Au ro ra Garc ia switched her  daughte r f rom a fami ly  daycare home 
w i th  a Mexican Ame rican careg iver to  a predominant ly Wh ite daycare 
center, she fe lt l i ke she had to make compromises. She said : 
I ' m  not gett i ng  the idea l .  I can't f ind the ideal . . .  there a re 
very few ch i l d ren  of co lor there .  I t h i nk  d ivers ity to them 
is  Jewish .  That's be i n g  d iverse cu ltu ra l ly  . . .  1 mean , the 
ideal  to me would be that she be i n  a school  whe re she 
wou ld be learn i ng  Span ish ,  she wou ld be learn i ng  those 
th ings  . . .  And that's a t radeoff fo r me r ight now . . .  1 th i nk  of 
al l  the sk i l l s  she's learn i ng  r ight now, but there's a cu l ­
tu ra l  context to  them that wou ld  be n ice to have . 
Au ro ra acknowledged that because she used a predominant ly Wh ite 
daycare center, she was rais ing  her ch i ld i n  a Wh ite envi ron ment .  How­
ever, she poi nted out that her daughter was exposed to t rad i t ional  cu l ­
tu ra l  values because o f  who her  parents are. She said ,  " I 'm  very much 
entrenched i n  who I am and what my cu l tural values are and my exper i­
ence,  and my partner i s  in h i s ." S im i lar ly, Elena Romero reconc i led 
herself  to the fact that her  ch i l d ren  wou ld  learn about the i r  cu l ture and 
h i story at home. She said :  
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[ M y  h us b a n d  a n d  I ]  a re both  rea l  p ro u d  of  b e i n g  
Mexicanos, Ch icanos, you know. A n d  we're both con-
stantly i nvo lved i n  the Movement k ind of th ings .  And 
we both have f r iends who are b i l i ngua l  and that have 
kids, and, you know, our fam i l ies .  I f  we have a b i rthday, 
we have a p inata and and a l l  that stuff . So we decided , 
wel l ,  that they wou ld  get it f rom us .  
Yet Au ro ra and E lena both rea l ized that p lac ing ch i l d ren  i n  Wh ite 
daycares removed them from be ing fu l l y  immersed in the i r  t rad i t ional  
ethn ic  commun ity. Au rora said :  
I t 's  the same for a ch i l d .  I mean ,  i t  rea l ly  is  how you 
p lay, who you p lay with , what you p lay. I t 's what you 
eat , it's how people t reat you ,  what they say to you . . .  [Her  
teachers] are go ing  to p resent i t  f rom a wh ite perspec­
t ive because they don' t  have b i l i ngua l  teachers .  They 
don 't have Afr ican American teachers .  So for me,  it 's a 
t rade off. 
C learly, choos ing  to move outs ide of one 's cu l tu re i nto a p redominant ly 
Wh ite daycare is not an easy decis ion .  When they made the dec is ion to 
p lace the i r  ch i ld ren in p redominant ly Wh ite daycares ,  they cont i nued to 
be confl icted about not be ing able to f i nd  a daycare for the i r  ch i l d ren  that 
cou ld p rovide cu l tura l  maintenance and exposu re to t rad i t iona l  cu lt u ra l  
p ract ices and val ues.  Although on the su rface it  may appear that moth­
ers of co lor who p lace the i r  ch i l d ren  i n  p redomi nant ly Wh ite daycare 
sett ings are reject i ng  the i r  own cu ltu ra l  p ract ices and tu rn ing  the i r  backs 
on the i r  rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup ,  th is  was not the case. They were h i gh ly 
se lf-conscious that the i r  ch i l d ren 's ch i l d  care was not fu l f i l l i n g  one of 
the i r  major  criter ia fo r the i r  ch i ldcare a rrangements .  By p rovid i ng  the i r 
ch i l d ren with the socia l  opportun it ies and formal educat ion wh ich they 
had come to expect fo r any we l l -educated ch i l d  of the m idd le  c lass ,  they 
had to work harder  at home to ensure their  ch i l d ren  learned about the i r  
cu l tu res and  h istor ies . Fu rthermore ,  by p lac i ng  themse lves i n  p redomi ­
nant ly Wh ite sett i ngs ,  they more f requent ly e ncountered rac ism and , 
more f requent ly and at a younger  age,  had to exp la in  to the i r you n g  
ch i l d ren about race re lat ions with Wh ite society a n d  h o w  t o  nav igate 
them.  
Both of  these concerns--rac ia l  safety and cu l tu ra l  mai ntenance­
- ref lect how membersh ip  in speci f ic rac ia l  ethn ic  g roups i nf l uence v iews 
of what constitutes appropr iate careg iv i n g .  The concern of mothe rs of 
co lor  for racia l  safety add resses the i r awareness that the i r  ch i l d re n  can 
be ta rgets of rac ism by a society that has h istor ica l ly  deval ued the i r  
rac ia l  ethn ic  group. T h e  concern for cu l tu ra l  ma intenance ref lects the i r  
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p reference to reta i n  and/or  ret rieve t rad i t ional  cu ltu ra l  p ract ices and val ­
ues .  They recogn ize that ch i ldcare arrangements are an important s ite 
that se rves as a source of what the i r  ch i l d ren  learn about the i r  cu l tu ra l  
p ractices and develop a h istor ical consc iousness.  
Concl usion 
Mothe rs '  concerns about  rac ia l  safety and cu ltu ra l  mai ntenance 
cal l  i nto question the cu rrent socia l  construct ion of the profess ional  model 
of developmental ly appropr iate chi ld care as cu l tura l ly neutra l .  The v iews 
of the mothers in th is  study do not ref lect rig id  adherence to t rad i t ional  
cu l tu ral p ract ices , but rather a recogn it ion of the s ign if icance of rac ism 
i n  U . S .  society and the i r des i re to have cu lt u ra l  learn i ng  be part of the 
ch i l dcare cu rricu l um .  F i rst ,  they a re concerned whether  the careg ivers 
a re competent to negot iate cross-rac ia l  and cross-ethn ic  soc ia l  re lat ions ,  
and whethe r the i r ch i l d ren  wi l l  be t reated with the same respect and 
posi t ive assumpt ions made of Wh ite ch i l d ren .  I n  short ,  they worr ied 
about the i r  ch i ld ren 's  rac ia l  safety. Second ,  they are concerned about 
whether  the i nterpersonal i nteract ions and formal and i nformal cu rricu­
lum of  the ch i ldcare sett i ng  supports and val idates the cu l tura l  h i stor ies 
and p ract ices of the i r  rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup .  This concern is beyond overt 
or subt le forms of rac ism,  but a lso add resses the quest ion of whether  
careg ivers a re cu l tura l ly competent to posit ively educate ch i l d re n  about 
the i r  t rad i t ional  cu ltu res and pract ices.  
These two concerns--racia l  safety and cu l tural maintenance-­
mark an important d ist i nct ion between rac ia l  status ,  i . e .  membersh ip  in 
a g roup on the basis of one's appearance,  and ethn ic  cu l tura l  val ues ,  
i . e .  p ract ices which are i mpo rtant because of how one was ra ised and 
hopes to raise one's ch i ld ren .  Another  i mpo rtant po int is  that wh i le ra­
c ia l  status may be ass igned onto the mother  or ch i l d ,  eth n ic  cu l tu ra l  
val ues may be shed or  rec la imed,  as was the case of Aurora Garc ia ,  
who wanted her ch i ld to learn Span ish as part o f  knowing her t rad i t iona l  
he r i tage, even though Au rora herself  had not been raised that way. 
It is of no su rpr ise that race status and ethn ic/cu l tural va lues a re 
important c ri ter ia that shape mothers of co lor's v iews of the i r  ch i l dcare 
arrangements . Hard ly any rea lm of soc ia l  l i fe i n  the U . S .  is not i nf l u ­
enced i n  some way by rac ia l  eth n ic  strat i f icat ion and rac ism.  The ex ist­
ence of these d i lemmas in ch i ldcare cho ices is  another example of how 
people of color experience the m u ndane ext reme env i ronment of rac­
i sm .  
Even ch i ld  care is  i nf luenced by the social  o rgan izat ion o f  race 
in the U .S . 1 6  In some reg ions of the country, such as where where th is  
study was cond ucted , some fam i l ies are forced to go outs ide of the i r 
own racia l  ethn ic  g roup for ch i ldcare e i ther  because the rac ia l  demo­
g raph ics d id  not support same race ch i ld care ,  o r  because the conf lat ion 
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of c lass and eth n ic ity make midd le c lass pare nts of co lor i ne l i g ib le fo r 
ch i ldcare with the i r  own rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup .  Because ch i ldcare is a 
rac ia l ly  and c lass seg regated system ,  a range of cho ices i n  types of 
ch i l d  care fo r parents of color is l i m ited . Th is  is espec ia l ly  true for par­
ents of color who want alternat ive p ract ices and/or have been economi­
cal ly upward ly  mob i le ,  yet des i re the i r  ch i l d ren  to be cared fo r by mem­
bers of  the i r  own rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup.  Mothers of co lor  often must choose 
between  ch i ldcare sett i ngs  that p rov ide cu l tu ra l  learn ing  without the 
midd le c lass opportun it ies and those that p rovide midd le  c lass ed uca­
t iona l  opportu n it ies without the cu ltu ral learn i n g .  C lea rly, race and cu l ­
tu re have great s i gn if icance when mothe rs eva luate the qua l ity of  the i r  
ch i ldcare arrangements and  choices. Th is  study points ou t  the need to 
t ra i n  ch i ldcare p roviders ,  especia l ly  Wh ite careg ivers, how to effect ive ly 
negot iate cross-rac ia l  i nteract ions and to know about spec i f ic  cu l tural 
p ract ices.  
Conce rns about rac ia l  safety and cu l tu ra l  mai ntenance make 
reduc ing ch i l d  care to a s i ng le un iversal model  of deve lopmental ly ap­
propr iate care p rob lemat ic .  Parents w i l l  res ist th is model i f i t  is  not put 
i nto p ract ice in a way that is sens it ive to how rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup mem­
bersh ip  and trad i t ional  cu l tural p ract ices and va l ues are i mportant d i ­
mensions of the ch i ldcare experience fo r pare nts of h i sto rica l ly  rac ia l ly  
subord inated g roups .  Fu rthermore ,  an  important part of a ch i l d  of  color's  
soc ia l izat ion in U . S .  society depends upon learn i n g  to negot iate one's 
way i n  a society that i s  rac ia l ly  strat i f ied . Th is  socia l izat ion takes p lace 
a l l  the t ime ,  and needs to be taken i nto accou nt especia l ly in ch i ldcare 
sett ings where today's ch i l d ren are spend ing  much of the i r t ime .  
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Members o f  t h e  Vietnamese community in Lincoln, N e­
braska range in time of resettlement, background and 
experience in adjustment to their  new home. The im­
pact of cultural change and education on the Vietnam­
ese youth in th is community is of particular importance. 
The Vietnamese youth are under-examined in the ar­
eas of adjustment and identity formation. The effects of 
cultural conflict have profound impact on the future of 
Vietnamese youth .  The following study presents an ex­
amination of the variables that may affect Vietnamese 
youth, specifically culture and education as factors in 
ethnic identity formation. It also presents how these 
factors can affect the relationship between students and 
parents. 
Introduction 
The degree to which Amer icans value  educat ion in the U n ited 
States is  ref lected in the extens ive f und i ng  that supports Amer ican 
schoo ls .  However, the i nte rpretat ion of "va lue"  var ies g reat ly among 
ed ucat ion 's  supporters . Often conf l ict i ng  i nte rp retat ions of va lue a re 
evident i n  pub l i c  d i scuss ions of what shou ld  be taug ht i n  schoo l ,  why it 
shou ld be so and what goal o r  resu lt i s  important .  The conf l ict is  most 
clear i n  d iscussions of the social ve rsus academic ro les of schoo ls .  There 
are, without a doubt ,  as many who espouse the socia l  and cu l tu ra l  as­
pects of schoo ls as those who emphas ize their academic e lements .  But 
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th is  may be a false d ichotomy. I n  fact , most Amer icans are equa l ly con­
ce rned with both the soc ia l  and cu l tural  aspects of educat ion and the 
academic value of attend ing  schoo l .  
An  i nte rest ing  re lat ionsh ip  that researchers have yet t o  exam­
ine is  the p rocess of ethn ic  ident ity fo rmat ion of Southeast As ian stu­
dents ,  the smal lest of  the immig rant Asian g roups ,  and effects of th is  
p rocess on  the students' and the i r parents' percept ions of  the val ues of 
education ,  both soc ia l ly  and cu l tura l ly. 
Th is  study attempts to examine the i mpact of cu l ture and edu­
cat ion on  V ietnamese youth i n  an average-s ized mid-western c ity. Also, 
the study seeks to de l ineate the ro le of eth n ic ident ity i n  school perfor­
mance and behavior, as wel l  as what issues the i nf luence of schools 
and fami ly  raise .  F i rst, a br ief overview of the arrival of As ians ,  more 
specif ical ly Southeast Asians,  i n  the U .S .  w i l l  be covered . Second ,  the 
importance of ethn ic identity and its ro le i n  the educat ion of m inority 
youth w i l l  be examined .  Th i rd ,  the authors w i l l  p resent i nte rview data of 
Vietnamese students and parents , i nc lud ing the i r  percept ions of the ro les 
that cu l tu re ,  ed ucat ion and fam i ly  p lay in their l ives .  Also in th is study, 
how schools may poss ib ly impact these students' cu l tures w i l l  be d is ­
cussed . F inal ly, cu rrent theoretical exp lanat ions ,  with i n  a psycholog ical 
f ramework, wi l l  be offe red to help identify why these patterns of i nterac­
t ions occur  and the i r  poss ib le imp l icat ions on the futu re of the educat ion 
of Southeast Asians in th is  country. 
How do Vietnamese pare nts v iew American schools? What 
val ues do they put on educat ion? Are there conf l icts i nherent i n  the 
j uxtaposi t ion of American v iews of ed ucat ion and those of the Vietnam­
ese? I f  there a re confl icts , how do these conf l icts affect V ietnamese 
students? What st rateg ies do Vietnamese students employ to deal with 
the t rans i t ion from trad it ional Vietnamese households to the American 
school? The authors hope to answer these and other q uestions con­
cern i ng  Vietnamese students and the i r  parents. 
Dem ograp h ics 
Accord ing  to the U .S .  B u reau of Census ,  Asian American and 
Pacif ic Is lander populat ions i n  1 990 comprised approxi mate ly 4% of the 
total  U . S .  popu lat ion . 1 Of these inc l uded i n  the census,  the largest popu­
lat ion of Asian Ame ricans i n  the U n ited States a re Ch inese, of  which a 
l itt l e  more than half (56%) were fore ign  born .2 The ear l iest Asian immi ­
g rants to arrive i n  the  Un ited States were the Ch i nese,  who p layed s ig ­
n i f icant ro les i n  the construct ion of  th is  cou ntry, more specif ical ly, th is  
country's t ransportat ion system (e. g . ,  the transcont inental ra i l road) .  The i r  
arr ivals are est imated to have begun a round the midd le of  the n i ne­
teenth centu ry. Cu rrent ly, there cont i nues to be smal l in f luxes of Asian 
immig rants to the Un ited States every year, espec ia l ly  from the South-
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east Asian countr ies of Vietnam,  Thai land , Cambod ia  and Laos .3 The 
most recent arr ivals of  Asian Americans and Pacif ic I s landers a re those 
immigrants f rom the countr ies of  Cambod ia ,  Laos and V ietnam.  The 
recent g roups have more than 80% of the i r  popu lat ion fo re i gn  born . 
These data suggest that a lthough the As ian Amer ican popu lat ion is re la­
t ively smal l ,  the i mportance of exam in i ng  issues such as cu ltu ra l  adap­
tat ion and ethn ic  ident ity format ion is  qu ite obvious for  the mere fact that 
the As ian Americans '  p resence i n  th is  country is wel l  estab l ished and 
because these g roups are often overlooked i n  terms of psycholog ical  
and socia l  services mai n ly due to their  smal ler  n umbers and poore r  sk i l l s  
i n  Eng l i sh  and i n  adapt ing  to the i r  new cu ltu re .  H owever, there is  a 
s ign if icant d iffe rence between recent arr ivals and the estab l i shed As ian 
American popu lat ion .  There is  a lso a rea l  and mean ingfu l  d i fference 
between refugees who a re by def in it ion not vo l u ntary imm ig rants and 
immigrants on  whom the vast majo rity of the research  on  imm ig rat ion 
has been based .  
I n  th is part icu lar  study, L inco ln ,  Nebraska, an average-s ized mid­
western c ity, was the locat ion of the research .  The re are about  3 , 000 
Vietnamese l iv i ng  in the area of L inco l n ,  Nebraska.4 Although  most are 
refugees and have been here less than th ree years ,  the resett lement of 
the L inco ln  Vietnamese has taken  p lace over a 1 5  yea r  per iod ,  so at any 
t ime there are a range of exper iences and attitudes in the commun ity. 
Some of the refugees that have been resett led here for the longest t ime 
now have ch i l d ren  beg i nn i ng  co l lege and who were born i n  the U n ited 
States .  However, the largest number of Vietnamese students in L inco ln  
schools were born i n  Vietnam .  
Th i s  paper is  based on  i nterviews with 1 0  sets o f  parents and  
10  Vietnamese col lege students conducted i n  1 993- 1 994. A l l  i nformants 
were i nterv iewed i nd iv idua l ly  us ing  an unst ructu red i nterv iew fo rmat 
based on a genera l ized i nte rview p rotocol  des igned to ascertai n  i nfor­
mant v iews on school exper iences, both persona l  and eth n ic ident ity, 
and fam i ly  re lat ionsh ips .  I nterviews were extens ive and fo l low up  inter­
v iews were often cond ucted to c larify o r  expand issues ra ised i n  i n it ia l  
i nterviews. I nfo rmants i nc luded long term res idents of the L inco l n  area, 
newer arr iva ls ,  students born and mostly raised i n  V ietnam,  and others 
born i n  the U n ited States or  imm ig rated when they were very you ng .  
F ind ings were d iscussed with Vietnamese p rominent  i n  t he  com m u n ity, 
off ic ia ls who work i n  socia l  services, and educators who spec ia l ize i n  
m ino rity school p rob lems.  Th is  study is  part of a n  ongo ing  study of 
Vietnamese parents and ch i l d re n  in L inco l n ,  Nebraska. The ongo ing  
study deals w i th  changes i n  ethn ic  ident ity and cons iders the various  
facto rs that may impact ethn ic  identity format ion and change among 
Vietnamese. The emphasis i s  on ch i ld ren  and schools but inc l udes other  
mechan isms and processes that i mpact ethn ic  ident ity. 
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Eth n i c  I dentity 
Ethn ic identity serves as an i mportant contri but i ng  facto r to the 
overa l l  re lat ionsh ip  between Vietnamese ch i l d ren and the i r  parents ,  not 
only because d i fferent concepts of ethn ic  identity can se rve as sources 
of conf l ict ,  but a lso because it can perform as a means for i nd iv idua ls  to 
feel  a sense of commonness and be long i ng  with others and in th is  way 
may p rovide a psycholog ical function .5 The featu res of th is  psycho log i ­
cal  fu nct ion are that ethn ic  ident ity: 1 )  inc l udes the genera l  knowledge ,  
be l iefs ,  and expectat ions that a person has about  the i r ethn ic  g roup ,  2 )  
se rves a cogn it ive funct ion i n  that i t  offers an  i nfo rmat ion-process ing  
f ramework or  f i lter with i n  which one can i nterpret and perceive objects , 
s i tuat ions ,  events , and other peop le ,  and 3) functions as a foundat ion 
fo r a person 's  behavior. Furthe rmore ,  ethn ic  ident ity has been ident i f ied 
as p lay i ng  part icu larly sa l ient ro les in such psycholog ica l  processes as 
cu l tu ra l  adaptat ion and accu l turat ion ,6 generationa l  conf l icts with in  fami­
l i es ,? and psycholog ical adj ustment and stress of  refugees.8 Conse­
quent ly, ethn ic  identity is specif ica l ly i mportant to Asian imm ig rants,  be­
cause As ians,  especial ly refugees, are the most recent arrivals to America 
and the i r  re lat ively low numbers and d ist i nct physical characterist ics that 
l i m i t  a lte rnative g roup membersh ip  demand so l idarity and ethn ic  iden­
t i ty. In  add i t ion ,  the issue of  eth n ic  ident ity is  be l ieved to be an important 
facto r in the re lat ionsh ip between Asian Ame rican parents and the i r ch i l ­
d re n .  From stud ies with col lege students and h i gh  school students9 the  
p rocess o f  ethn ic identity development is  a s i gn if icant factor i n  u nder­
stand i ng  the se lf-esteem and adj ustment of m inority youth ,  which u lt i ­
mate ly leads to increased understand ing  of  o ther  re lat ionsh ips i n  the i r  
l ives, i n  th is  case , the i r fami ly  members .  
Severa l  mode ls have been developed to  descr ibe the format ion 
of eth n ic  ident i ty. These i nc lude the Identity Format ion Mode l , 1 0 the 
M i no rity Identity Development Mode l , 1 1  and the Stages of  Ethn ic  Iden­
t i ty. 1 2  I t  i s  noticeable how most of these models desc r ibe s im i la r, if not  
over lapp i n g ,  stages of  identity development .  
Identity Formation Model 
Accord ing  to Marc ia ,  1 3 ident ity format ion is the p rocess of com­
b i n i ng  the mu lt ip le  selves that the i nd iv idua l  has developed for them­
selves and fo rming a coherent whole self .  The main issue of ident ity for 
the i nd iv idua l  is to ach ieve some sort of interna l  cons istency. Based on 
E ri kson 's  theory of ego ident ity format io n ,  1 4  Marc ia formu lated the fou r  
E g o  Ident i ty Statuses:  1 )  identity d iffus ion ;  2 )  ident ity forec losu re ;  3) 
moratori u m ;  and 4) identity achievement .  Beg i nn i ng  with the f i rst sta­
tus ,  identity d iffus ion is  the status of a pe rson who has ne i ther engaged 
in exp lor ing nor made a commitment to some form of ident ity area, such 
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as occupat ion , re l i g ion  or pol i t ical aff i l i at ion . Someone who has made at 
least some commitment to an area that may def ine  the i r  ident i ty but who 
has not gone on to exp lore the i r  ident ity and these areas is sa id to be in 
the fo rec losed status .  Hav ing  not made a commitment ,  b ut in the p ro­
cess of exp lor ing is  known as the morato ri u m  status .  F ina l ly, a person 
who has made a f i rm commitment fo l lowi ng a pe riod of exp lorat ion is  
best descr ibed as one who has an ach ieved ident ity status .  Th is  theo­
ret ical mode l  of ident ity format ion relates to eth n ic ident ity format ion in 
that it c losely t ies to the m inority person 's  exper iences with comm itment 
to an identity area as we l l  as the i r  explorat ion i nto these areas , i n  def i n ­
i ng  the ro le  o f  eth n ic ity i n  the i r  l ives . 
M i nority Identity Development Model 
Asians f i t  the def i n it ion of d i fferent iated m inor ity because they 
receive d iffe rent ia l  and u nfa i r  treatment ,  not to ment ion exc lus ion  f rom 
certa in aspects o f  American l ife , due  to  the i r  physical and  cu l tu ra l  t raits. 1 5  
As such , the model  of M i no rity Ident i ty Deve lopment may appl icably 
descr ibe the fo rmat ion of Asian eth n ic ident ity. The model 's f i rst stage 
begins with one termed the Conform ity Stage.  This stage enta i l s  the 
adopt ion of cu l tu ra l  va l ues and l ifesty les of E u ro-Amer icans,  as we l l  as 
also hav ing the person ,  consc ious ly and u nconsc ious ly, degrade and 
den igrate the phys ical  and cu l tu ra l  characte rist ics of the i r own m inority 
g roup.  This was hypothes ized as i nd iv idua l  effo rts to try to e levate his or 
her personal status by ident i fy ing  with membe rs of the dominant g roup .  
Fo l lowing  the Confo rm ity Stage,  the second stage i n  wh ich Asian Amer i ­
cans exper ience ambiva lent fee l i ngs about  both the dominant g roup and 
h is  or  her  own m i no rity g roup is ca l led the D issonance Stage.  Th is  am­
b igu ity is  hypothes ized to be due to the i nfo rmat ion and exper iences 
that i nd iv idua ls have encounte red that may be incons istent with the i r  
p revious ly accepted domi nant g roup val ues a n d  be l iefs caus i ng  t h e m  to 
quest ion the i r  asp i rat ion of membersh ip  i n  the dominant g roup .  In the 
th i rd stage of M inority Ident ity Development ,  m inori t ies tota l ly reject the 
dominant g roup and exc lus ively embrace the i r  own m inority cu ltu re .  Th is  
stage is known as the Res istance and Immers ion Stage.  The i nd iv idu­
als show unquest ion i ng  acceptance of  the i r  g roup 's  cu l tu ra l  va lues and 
beg in  to q uest ion why they exper ienced shamefu l  fee l i ngs  about who 
they are .  The m ino rity deve lops a g reat deal  of ident i f icat ion with and 
commitment to other  members of h is  o r  her  m i nority g roup  as wel l  as an 
interest i n  exp lor ing  h is o r  her  cu l tu re and h isto ry. At the fou rth stage of 
I nt rospect ion ,  i nd iv idua ls  fee l  suff ic ient ly secu re about the i r  identity to 
begin to quest ion the i r  p rev ious ly he ld  strong be l iefs . M i no ri t ies wi l l  ho ld 
secure i nd iv idua l  ident i t ies as members of m inori t ies but  a lso recogn i ze 
some posit ive e le ments i n  the dominant cu ltu re .  The f ifth and f i na l  stage 
fo r m i nor i t ies i n  deve lop ing  ethn ic  ident ity is the Syne rget ic A rt icu lat ion  
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and Awareness Stage .  I n  th is  stage,  they accept o r  reject the cu ltu ra l  
values of the dominant and m inorit ies g roups on an objective bas is  and 
have a fee l i ng  of self-worth and i nd iv idua l ity. 
Stages of Eth n i c  Identity 
S im i la r  to the M i nority Ident i ty Development Model  of Atki nson 
et a I . ,  Ph i n ney suggested a three stage movement toward identity fo r­
mat i o n .  P h i n ney 's  p roposed stages i n c l u d e  the  p e r iods f rom a n  
unexami ned ethn ic identity, through a period o f  explorat ion , t o  a n  achieved 
or committed ethn ic  ident ity. I n  the f i rst stage of unexami ned eth n ic  
ident ity, Ph in ney hypothes ized that younger  adolescents, and maybe 
also some adu lts who experience th is  stage ,  have not had normal ethn ic  
g roup exper iences.  The  resu lt may be that i nd iv idua ls cou ld  show a 
prefe rence for the domi nant cu ltu re . 1 6  I n  the second stage of exp lora­
t ion ,  the person beg ins to d iscover his o r  her own eth n ic ity. This second 
stage is s i m i la r  to  the morato ri u m  status described by Marc ia 1 7  i n  the 
model for ident ity format ion .  However, th is  stage descr ibes a more i n ­
tense process o f  vo l untary immers ion i n  one 's own cu l ture through var i­
ous act iv i t ies ,  such as read ing  and learn i ng  about one's cu l ture .  In ad­
d i t ion ,  i nd iv idua ls may also expe rience reject ion of the va lues of the 
dominant cu ltu re .  Th is  suggests that as a resu l t  of  the p rocess of  ethn ic  
ident ity format ion , people can come to a deeper  understand ing  and ap­
preciat ion of  the i r  own ethn ic ity, wh ich is  descr ibed i n  Ph i nney's th i rd 
stage of committed ethn ic  ident ity, and they also experience ethn ic  iden­
t i ty  ach ievement o r  i nternal izat ion .  
Models developed to  exp la in  ethn ic  ident ity format ion are usu ­
a l ly formu lated specif ic to  one ethn ic  g roup ,  usua l l y  one with a c learly 
def ined identity in  the American context . These models wi l l  have d iffe r­
i ng  degrees of re levance to i nd iv idua l  Vietnamese who i nc lude both im­
m ig rants and refugees,  and the i r  ch i l d ren .  Th is  i s  part icu larly the case 
in fam i l ies whose ch i ld ren have d i ffe rent experiences based upon p lace 
of b i rth and number of years res ident in V ietnam.  
Cu ltural Di lemmas 
At some point in the context of the i r schoo l i ng ,  Vietnamese ch i l ­
d ren must make the cho ice whether  they w i l l  mainta i n st rong cu l tura l  
behav ior  and norms i n  the face of peer p ressure or  confo rm to the ex­
pressed cu l tural system of the i r  American peers and face poss ible fam­
i ly  d isapprova l .  Th is  is  s imi lar  to the stage of Marc ia 's Identity Format ion 
Mode l ,  known as the morato r i um stage,  the second stage of the M i nority 
Identity Development Model of d issonance, and a lso Ph i nney's second 
stage of ethn ic  ident i ty. At th is  stage it is  a d iff icu lt cho ice to make be­
tween fami ly  and peer expectat ions ,  and one that fo rces ch i ld ren to make 
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determinat ions of cu l tura l  val ue  and p reference. Factors that seem to 
affect the decis ion are the i nd iv idua l 's  age at the po int  of t rans i t ion f rom 
one cu l ture to the other, the number o f  Vietnamese i n  the commun ity 
and school and the po int  at wh ich the ident ity choice must be made. 
This can be exace rbated by dominant g roup percept ions of V iet­
namese. For some t ime there has been a percept ion that the Vietnam­
ese,  l i ke othe r Asian g roups ,  a re a " model m inority. " However, research  
in  Nebraska and other  p laces 1 8  i nd icates that , a l though there is  a large  
number o f  Vietnamese students who  have very successfu l  academic 
records and go on to u n ivers i t ies ,  there is a lso a s i gn i f icant n umber who 
do not have g reat academic s uccess. Recent ly it has become c lear that 
many d isaffected Vietnamese ch i l d ren  are runn ing  away 1 9  or  becoming  
invo lved in  gangs .20 There i s  evidence in the emerg i ng  l iteratu re of the 
American exper ience of V ietnamese immig rants that there i s  a d istu rb­
i ng  maladjustment among Vietnamese adolescents.2 1  Perhaps, for the 
Vietnamese adolescent ,  the i r  maladjustment may be due to the exp lora­
t ion and stag nat ion they are exper ienc ing  in the beg i n n i ngs  of ethn ic  
ident ity development .  
Vietnamese Adolescents and Fam i ly Values 
The Vietnamese fam i ly i s  characte rized by a pat r i l i neal  and pa­
tr i archal  structu re ,  wi th ext reme centra l ity and poo l i n g  of resources 
through a h i gh ly d isc ip l i ned extended fami ly  system .22 V ietnamese de­
scr ibe themse lves as hardworki ng and industrious ,  with a re lentless d rive 
to be successfu l .23 Core va l ues i nc lude f i l i a l  p iety, mutua l  ob l i gat ion to 
fam i ly, pol i teness,  modesty and hum i l ity. Pr imary respons ib i l ity is to the 
fami ly l i neage: fam i ly i nte rests should be put befo re persona l  i nte rests . 
L ike other Southeast As ian g roups, Vietnamese a l low very young 
ch i ldren considerable f reedom i n  behavior. However, after ch i l d ren reach 
the age when they beg in  to understand abstract concepts and commu­
n icate free ly, parents often i mpose a strict standard fo r  behav ior. 
Adolescents are expected to fu l f i l l  the i r  respons ib i l i t ies 
to fami ly and fami ly  l i neage.  With the onset of adoles­
cence, g i r ls  are expected to man ifest modesty, obed i ­
ence,  chast ity. Boys a re expected t o  exh ib i t  adu l t  male 
behav ior. Fami ly  members are expected to share in  
household tasks to the extent of the i r  ab i l i t ies . 
Of cou rse th is  is an area of content ion for Vietnamese ch i l d ren  ra ised i n  
America. 
Adolescents i n  Vietnam have had l itt le  choice in mora l  
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val ues. Tradit ional ly, cu l ture and society have re i nforced 
the moral ity taught in the fam i ly. However V ietnamese 
coming to this country often f ind  that the i r  t rad i t ional  
fam i ly val ues are i nconsistent with those in Amer ican 
society.24 
The autonomy and i ndependence of American youth confl ict with 
Vietnamese cu l tural val ues.  The strong in f luence of Confucian ism on 
V ietnamese society and its emphas is  on  ob l igat ion and h ie rarchy con­
t rast with the ind iv idua l ism that is  a p redom inate characte r ist ic of Amer i ­
can society.25 I n  Vietnam,  parents usual ly have major  ro le i n  o r  abso­
l ute control of the decisions of adolescents. As one student exp la ined to 
us, "V ietnamese kids are expected to obey the i r  parents in every way. " 
However, more and more Vietnamese adolescents are refus ing gu id ­
ance f rom parents or  making dec is ions without parental advice. 2"6 Fo l ­
lowing  the ethn ic ident ity mode ls ,  part of the i r  research fo r an identity in  
a newly adopted setti ng ,  such as the U . S . ,  there poses much conf l ict in  
what the ado lescents v iew as bei ng  "American " and what they v iew as 
"V ietnamese. " 
Confl icts 
The confl ict is most c learly evidenced in the p ractice of strong 
pee r ident if icat ion i n  American ch i l d ren versus the "g reater emphas is  on 
ach iev ing one's identity and sense of worth th rough c lose re lat ionsh ips 
with fami ly  adu lts and be ing a member of  an estab l ished l i neage and 
extended-fami ly  system,,27 fo r Vietnamese. V ietnamese t rad it ions p ro­
mote fam i ly cooperat ion .  The dynamics of the Vietnamese fam i ly h inder  
the development and express ion o f  the k ind of i nd iv idua l ism that Amer i ­
cans see as approp riate . 
V i rtua l ly a l l  Vietnamese parents i nterv iewed rec ited the same 
l i tany of exped iency: the most important th ing for ch i l d ren  is  to learn 
Eng l ish  and pe rform we l l  in schoo l .  School performance w i l l  i nsu re ca­
ree r  t rack ing that wi l l  resu lt in success ,  in th is  case def ined as the accu­
mu lat ion of capita l ,  acqu is it ion of mate r ia l  goods and r ise i n  status for 
the fam i ly.28 Anyth ing  that was not re lated to th is  was cons idered to 
have l itt le  or  no importance. As one Vietnamese u n ive rs ity student ex­
p la ined ,  "A l l  they want us to do is stay home and h it the books . "  Many 
V ietnamese parents v iew educat ion as the i r  ch i l d ren 's  pr ime sou rce for 
success and ach ievement i n  Ame rica and fear that soc ia l iz ing and dat­
i ng  cou ld possib ly take away f rom the i r  stud ies .29 As one father ex­
p la i ned , " I  want my son to do on ly what is  i mportant .  Not waste t ime 
with f r iends every even ing . "  The concept of "dat i ng "  was a part icu lar  
point  of content ion . When descr i b i ng  what her  parents'  v iews on dat ing  
were ,  a student sa id  that they to ld  her, " no dat i ng  u nt i l  f i n i sh ing  schoo l .  
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And no dat i ng  non -Vietnamese, ever. " A female Vietnamese g raduate 
student exp la ined that her  parents , a l though  re lat ively s uccessfu l  and 
both with post-secondary educat ions ,  felt very strong ly  about her  p lans 
fo r a marr iage partner. I t  was we l l  known i n  the commun ity that they had 
d i rected her  to choose a Vietnamese male as a p rospective marr iage 
partner. Fo r this reason ,  even though she was dati ng  and p lanned to 
marry a European Ame rican , she attended Vietnamese funct ions with a 
V ietnamese male f r iend .  " I  am not yet i n  a pos i t ion to confront them with 
my futu re p lans .  The d i ff icu lty i s  that I can't  f i nd a Vietnamese man with 
a un iversity education . "  Another student repeatedly mentioned h is father's 
be l iefs on educat ion and the potent ia l  for conf l ict . 
He rea l ly stresses ed ucat ion .  He hears I 've been dat­
i ng ,  but he wants me to only have fr iends .  I don 't t h i nk  
he can  ask  that .  I have to  do what I want .  I don 't th i nk  
he understands i t .  He w i l l  never accept i t .  
Control o f  ch i l d ren and the effects o f  the i r  behavior is  cons idered the  
respons ib i l i ty o f  the fam i ly. U ndes i rable behavior ref lects negative ly upon 
the ent i re fam i ly. Most parents do not p ressu re schools and teachers to 
cooperate i n  the i r  def in i t ion of success. U n l i ke other  longer res ident 
American m ino rity parents , the Vietnamese want to avo id exp ress ion of 
d isagreement with pub l ic  off ic ia ls .  
My ch i l d ren are supposed to go to schoo l  and learn . In  
th is  way they can get  a good job o r  even go to the 
un iversity and learn a career. Anyth i ng  that gets i n  the 
way of  th is  is  not good . I don ' t  want t roub le  i n  schoo l .  I t  
is better if we are left a lone .  Then my ch i l d ren  can de­
vote the i r  t ime and attent ion to the i r  stud ies .30 
The idea of the cu l tu ral and socia l  va lue  of educat ion makes 
l i tt le  sense to these parents .  For example , to nearly  every parent inter­
v iewed,  the idea of "mu lt icu l tu ra l i sm"  was cons idered u n i mportant .  The 
majority were not even fam i l i a r  with the concept even though  i t  had been 
the subject of heated local publ ic debate fo r some t ime.  As one pare nt 
exp la i ned , 
We Vietnamese are homogeneous.  We don 't d iscr im i ­
nate bu t  we don 't m ix  e i ther. We don 't m ind  those oth­
e rs .  I work with them and they are my fr iends.  But they 
don 't have anyth i ng  to do with ou r  l i ves .  
Perhaps iso lat ion and unobtrus iveness are s u rvival tact ics for a group 
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that has been long penal ized for any express ion of d iffe rence.  " U nder  
the commun ists you aren ' t  supposed to be d i fferent ,  u ncooperat ive .  We 
don 't want to cause t roub le . ' ,3 1  Avo idance of i nvo lvement leads to com­
m u n ity i so lat ion which extends to not i nvolv ing  schools i n  fam i ly o r  home 
p roblems. As one Vietnamese commun ity leader exp la i ned to us ,  "school 
i s  not able to handle their prob lems.  We must take care of th ings  ou r­
selves . Parents are confused , don ' t  understand ,  o r  even d isapprove of 
what goes on  i n  the schoo l ,  but parents are very hes itant to compla in  to 
teachers . "  
Cross-cu l tural p roblems for both parents and ch i l d ren c rop u p  
a s  a resu lt o f  the emphasis on unobtrus iveness early o n  i n  resett lement .  
Parents recogn ize that success for ch i l d ren  w i l l  depend on how we l l  
they "f i t  i n . "  I n it ia l ly, imm ig rant parents cooperate f u l l y  i n  t h e  "Amer ican­
izat ion"  of the i r ch i ld ren .  "We want them to be Amer ican .  We encou r­
age i t .  After a l l ,  we are i n  Amer ica . , ,32 The i n i t ia l  goal , to "f i t  i n , "  is soon 
mi t igated by a g rowing understand i ng  of the d i ffe rences between V iet­
namese and Ame rican cu l ture ,33 and the effect of  American cu l ture on  
the i r  ch i l d re n .  
New arr ivals are very enthus iast ic .  But after a whi le 
they see the l ife here is very d i ffe rent .  They recogn ize 
that act iv i t ies are not commun ity based . They see that 
Americans are often iso lated and that Vietnamese who 
are "too American " may d istance themse lves from the 
commun ity. 34 
Another  d iff icu lty is i n  the d isc ip l i ne  p ract ices.  "Ch i l d ren are l i ke 
bamboo. Without control it w i l l  g row any which way. You must b ind it up  
unt i l  i t  g row tal l .  On ly  then  w i l l  i t  be stra ight and good . , ,35 V ietnamese 
are not used to ch i l d ren who are uncoope rative , d i s respectfu l  or d isobe­
dient .  Many parents are conce rned with what they consider to be lax 
d isci p l i ne  i n  school and be l ieve that it has resu lted i n  a lack of respect 
fo r parents.36 They bel ieve ch i l d ren need str ict d isc ip l i ne  to become 
respons ib le  adu lts. The prefe rred pun ishment i s  corpora l .  " I  spank them 
when they real ly do ve ry bad th ings- impol iteness,  f ight i ng ,  be i ng  too 
stubborn and so on . , ,37 I t  i s  a common joke among Vietnamese, wh ich 
we heard several t i mes i n  a variety of  setti ngs ,  that they a re af ra id that i f  
they pun ish  the i r  ch i l d ren  i n  a t rad i t ional  manner, the ch i l d ren wi l l  ca l l  
emergency 9 1 1 to report the i r  parents to the pol ice .  Parents are a lso 
qu ick  to po int out that th is  i s  what ch i l d ren have been taught i n  schoo l .  I t  
is c lear  that  many Vietnamese do not  understand the school 's need to  
" i nterfere" i n  fami ly  re lat ionsh ips .  
For parents whose ch i l d ren are born i n  the U n ited States or  
attended most  of  the i r  schoo l i ng  here ,  prob lems often beg i n  to appear 
around the t ime of adolescence, when Vietnamese ch i ld ren are expected 
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to beg i n  to adopt the ro les of adu lts .  
Okay there is  some b reakdown in the fami ly. Kids are 
g rowing and becom ing  Amer ican .  They want to date. 
They want to go out. Th is  idea never  existed in V iet­
nam. So the k ids can not to lerate th is .  And they don 't 
l i ke to be to ld- anyth i ng ,  part icu larly to stay home. 38 
Even the best behaved and properly encu ltu rated students a re 
subject to att i tud ina l  d iffe rences that are emphas ized i n  schoo l .  I nd i ­
v idua l ism and  i nd iv idua l i zed persona l  g rowth as  expressed i n  American 
cu l ture are not fam i l i a r  characte r ist ics to V ietnamese parents. 
I want to p lease my parents but they j ust don't see th i ngs 
the way that  I do .  I got i nterested i n  art i n  schoo l .  My 
father wanted me to be a docto r. So now I am at the 
un ivers ity and I am tak i ng  pre-med cou rses, but  a lso a rt 
cou rses . I haven 't to ld them I ' m  not go ing to be a doc­
to r. I t  was the same th i ng  with mus ic .  I told my mother  
I wanted to study mus ic  when I was i n  h igh  schoo l .  She 
asked me to p lay the p iano .  I was afra id to te l l  her, but 
I d idn 't want to p lay the p iano.  Al l I wanted to do was 
p lay the saxophone . 39 
We found some evidence of th i s  conf l ict in eve ry household we i nte r­
v iewed . However, i t was not a lways apparent to an outs ider. V ietnam­
ese students who a re o lder when they arrive , seem to have the best 
record of success.  They e i ther  go  on  i n  school or go to work and con­
tr ibute to fam i ly  household costs , t u rn i ng  over paychecks to male heads­
of-households.  Vietnamese who were younger  when they arr ived , par­
t icu lar ly males,  often have out rig ht conf l icts with parents over such mat­
ters as spend ing  money, assoc iat i ng  with less des i rable f r iends ,  and 
stay ing away from home too much,  often spend ing  n i g hts with f r iends.  
This f ind ing has been rein fo rced by the recent int roduction of As ian gangs 
i nto the commun ity. The gangs a re composed mostly of d i senfranch ised 
and d issatisf ied males . 
Eth n i c ity and the D ifficult ies in Schools 
Choice of aff i l iat ion and ident ity fo rmat ion can also be i nf l uenced 
by the dynamics of g roup in teract ion in schoo ls .  Th is  may be beyond  
the  contro l  o f  t he  students themselves.  I f  there are very few Vietnam­
ese i n  the schoo l ,  ch i l d ren  might  sudden ly f ind themse lves d isenfran­
ch ised from the majo rity when ethn ic d i ffe rences beg i n  to be rea l i zed by 
other students . I f  there i s  a larger  g roup of Vietnamese,  they may f i nd  
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themselves re legated to "be ing Vietnamese , "  regard less of the i r identity 
p refe rences.  In some school exper iences,  part icu lar ly when there are 
no  other  As ians p resent,  the issue m ight not arise at a l l .  As i n  the case 
of some Vietnamese students , the quest ion of ethn ic ident ity did not 
arise unt i l  they arr ived at the u n ive rs i ty. West H i gh  School (a pseud­
onym) i s  in a t rad i t ional  Eu ropean-American b l ue-co l la r  ne ighborhood . 
U p  u nt i l  a few years ago, m inority students had tended to choose to go 
to other  h i gh  schools were there were more m inority students. Acco rd­
ing to loca l  schoo l  d ist r ict po l icy, because of low representat ion of m i ­
nori t ies,  West H igh  School was encouraged to take measures to increase 
i ts numbe r  of m ino rity students. The resu lt was a d ramat ic in f lux of 
V ietnamese students.  Al though there had been a few Vietnamese stu ­
dents p rev ious ly, they had e i ther  f i t  i nto the student body or  re mained on 
the marg i ns  of schoo l  l ife and act iv i t ies and been large ly ignored . 
The i ncreased number of Vietnamese, many of them immigrants, 
resu lted in g reater v iab i l ity of Vietnamese cu l ture .  V ietnamese students 
tended to soc ia l ize together and , most te l l i ng ly, spoke Vietnamese i n  
socia l  contexts . Th is  created tens ion ,  part icu lar ly among those ch i l d ren  
who we re not fam i l iar  with schoo l i ng  i n  cross-cu ltu ra l  contexts , a very 
common i nstance i n  Nebraska. The tens ion reached a cr is is  poi nt over 
the use of V ietnamese language i n  schoo l .  Some students fe lt that the 
V ietnamese students were be i ng  "exc lus ive" and not t ry i ng  to "f i t  i n "  
because they tended t o  stay together, part icu lar ly i n  t h e  l unch room,  and 
speak V ietnamese. One wh ite male student objected to a V ietnamese 
student whom he said was "star i ng "  and "sm i l i ng "  at h im .  This was 
c lear ly a cross-cu l tural miscue.  In V ietnam,  the sm i le  can mean anx iety, 
anger, fea r, embarrassment and even d i sagreement .  It is a pub l ic  face 
to cope with a l l  d iff icu lt c i rcu mstances. 
The resu ltant tens ion led to ep i thets be i ng  pai nted on  school 
wal l s  and a ser ies of i nc idents of name cal l i n g .  The pr inc ipa l , c lear ly 
shaken by the events,  t ightened secu rity, i nst i tuted a d ress code and 
p roh ib ited g roups that had the "appearance of gangs . "  These mea­
s u res app l i ed to the Vietnamese students as we l l  as the g roups who 
th reatened them. The resu l t  was that soc ia l  i nteract ions of g roups of 
V ietnamese students and other m ino rity students were d iscouraged. One 
V ietnamese student said ,  "These th ings  are rea l ly j ust to make us be 
l i ke them. " 
Th is  s i tuat ion has had several repercuss ions .  At West H igh ,  
V ietnamese students are no longer  f ree to  choose between an ident ity 
based on Vietnamese cu ltu re or ass im i lat ing  i nto American cul ture .  Those 
American students who f ind Vietnamese cu l ture unattract ive have po­
la rized the V ietnamese and classif ied al l  students of Vietnamese or ig i n  
as ,  accord i ng  to  several teachers ,  "ch i n ks . "  I n  t h i s  type o f  s i tuat ion ,  i t  
may be  d iff i cu lt t o  be successfu l .  S i n40 found that refugee students 
who are able to reta in  some of the i r  nat ive, home cu ltu ra l  val ues,  wh i le  
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also learn ing  to b lend i nto the mainst ream cu ltu re ,  record h igher  aca­
demic ach ievement in schoo l .  Such students have a com mitment to 
academic ach ievement ,  a strong sense of se lf-esteem and a c lear eth­
n ic  self-concept. However, Vietnamese students do not  a lways f i t  th is  
p rof i le .  
Lincoln Vietnamese and their Com m u n ity 
Although l umped i nto a generic category by outs iders ,  the L in ­
coln Vietnamese commun ity is  not homogeneous.  There are many d if­
ferences among Vietnamese inc lud ing  such th ings  as re l i g ion ,  aff i l iat ion 
i n  Vietnam, p lace of o rig i n ,  occupat ion ,  exper ience and socia l  status .  
S ince fam i ly is so i mportant ,  fami ly  p rob lems are not read i ly d i scussed 
outside the i mmed iate fam i ly. However, some support fo r commun ity 
problems is offe red to Vietnamese th rough a variety of soc ia l  and re l i ­
g ious  g roups.  V i rtua l ly  a l l  Vietnamese be long  to  one o r  more o f  these 
g roup ings ,  which may inc lude ,  among others ,  the Catho l ic  church ,  a 
variety of Protestant g roups,  a B uddh ist temple and veterans of the Army 
of the Republ ic of Vietnam (ARVN) .  Such o rgan izat ions c la im that p rob­
lems with the commun ity a re caused by outs iders ,  part icu lar ly those 
d isenfranchised f rom g roup membersh ip  by l ife expe r iences, wart ime 
aff i l iat ion , ethn ic ity, marr iage o r  " immora l "  o r  soc ia l ly i nappropr iate be­
havior. Fo r example ,  many Vietnamese i n  L inco ln  be long to the Catho­
l ic church ,  which p rovides support but also describes mora l ity and p re­
scr ibes behav ior. 
I n  one case a Vietnamese teenager  was caught shop l i ft i ng .  The 
manager  of the sto re took him i nto h is  off ice and to ld h im he was go ing 
to cal l h is  parents .  I n  most  c i rcumstances the p refe rence would be to 
cal l  parents over the po l ice .  However, the Vietnamese boy d rew a g u n  
a n d  escaped f rom t h e  sto re .  He was late r arrested b y  t h e  po l ice .  H e  
explai ned that when h e  real ized that h is  shopl i ft i ng  wou ld cause h i s  fami ly 
embarrassment ,  he cou ld th ink of noth ing  except to run  away. As h is 
mother  exp la i ned , he "d id  not want to have h is  father  f i nd  out .  He d id  
not  want to shame my fam i ly. "  
Commonly b roken o r  weak fam i l ies a re b lamed fo r many p rob­
lems i n  the Vietnamese commun ity. To t rad i t ional  Vietnamese, not hav­
i ng  a fami ly is unth i nkab le .4 1  "The wo rst th i ng  that can happen to a 
Vietnamese is to embarrass o r  lose h i s  fam i ly. Without fam i l y  you a re 
no one . ,,42 
I f  you look at any of the p rob lems of Vietnamese ch i l ­
d ren ,  they are a l l  re lated to one th i ng :  b roken  fam i l i es .  
E i ther the ch i l d  comes f rom an  u nmarr ied mother, i s  an 
adopted ch i l d  f rom a f i rst marr iage o r  i s  adopted be­
cause there are no pare nts .  These are the p rob lem 
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ch i l d ren .  V ietnamese do not make good step-ch i l d ren 
or  step-parents. Nobody is happy with these ch i ld ren .43 
Such ch i ld ren  are ment ioned as an embarrassment to the commun ity. 
One V ietnamese mother referred to these ch i l d ren as "dust ch i ld ren . "  
They have n o  o n e  and n o  p lace t o  cal l  home,  they have n o  value o r  
stab i l i ty. Another  parent said that most of such troublesome ch i l d ren  
come f rom Cal i forn ia .  I n  fact , i t is commonp lace to  b lame L i nco ln  youth 
t rou b les to outs iders .  
They  rea l ly  are t roub le .  I don 't l i ke them here. I wish 
that they wou ld stay i n  Cal ifo rn ia .  Ch i l d ren f rom broken 
homes a re a bad i nf luence on other  ch i l d ren .  They loaf 
around and don 't do anyth i ng .  And they ask other  ch i l ­
d ren  f rom good homes to jo in  them .44 
One p rimary school g i rl l i v ing  with on ly her  mother fits th is  c las­
s if icat ion .  I t  i s  u nclear why the mother  i s  a lone ,  but  the chi ld has no 
status or  stand ing  i n  the commun ity. Acco rd i ng  to her teacher, she is  
u nable to make f r iends wi th  any other  ch i l d ren .  For her b i rthday, she 
was on ly  able to i nvite her  teachers to her  party, most of  whom chose 
not to go. Says her  teacher, "she i s  so sad and alone. I wish I cou ld  do 
someth i ng ,  but I don 't real ly see how. She is  V ietnamese th rough and 
th rough .  B ut she has no t ies to that commun ity. " 
Students and Eth n i c  Identity 
Another  g roup,  now just arr iv ing at the u n ivers i ty, are those Viet­
namese who have been raised Amer ican .  They often have res isted the 
" i m m i g rant cu ltu re"  of the i r  parents , choos ing  to th i nk  of themselves as 
"average Ame ricans . "  I nevitably as they prog ress th rough the school 
system ,  i t  becomes c lear that they wi l l  be denied this ident ity opt ion .  As 
peer g roups beg i n  to form,  V ietnamese often become "d i ffe rent . "  Th is  is 
a part icu lar  hardsh ip  on ch i ld ren who have g rown up with the i l l us ion of 
"sameness . "  
A t  some po in t  m inority ch i l d ren must choose some other  iden­
t i ty opt ion which is  often exc lus ive i n  natu re .  F ind ing majo rity ident i ty 
den ied to them,  these students may concentrate on school academic 
performance,  o r  d rop out of  the system a ltogether. I n  interv iewing Viet­
namese students attend ing the un ivers ity we found that many success­
ful students had created a hybr id ident ity, b lend i ng  social norms from 
both American and Vietnamese cu l ture .  Of part icu lar  note, the students 
i nte rv iewed shared the i r  parents' v iews of approp riate mates,  by ap­
peari ng  to hold on to the t rad i t ional  val ues of looki ng  for compan ions 
who we re with in  the i r  own cu l ture .  Said one female un ivers ity student: 
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" I want to marry a Vietnamese guy. We wou ld  have cu l tu ra l  understand­
ing ,  a bas ic understa,ld ing  of each other. " 
Another  female student re lated , "When I was younger, I wasn ' t  
i n  much contact with Vietnamese g uys so I i mag ined mysel f  marry ing  an 
American . Now my cho ices have broadened . I ' d  rather  marry a Viet­
namese guy." In  a combi nat ion of t rad i t ional  V ietnamese and American 
views, a Vietnamese male student descr ibed the g i r l he m ight "date , "  
"Preferably a Vietnamese g i r l fr iend .  Before i t  was American .  I t ' s  bette r 
fo r me and my fam i ly. She 'd he lp  me learn Vietnamese, the cu l tu re ." Fo r 
these students,  cu l tu ra l  cont i n u ity has become qu ite important ,  not i n  
terms o f  reject i ng  Ame rican cu ltu re ,  bu t  rather p reserv ing  eth n ic  ident ity 
and ,  as one student exp la i ned , "honor ing my ancesto rs . "  Cons istent 
with our f i nd ings  of marr iage views , students showed an increased ap­
preciat ion for the i r  cu l tu re and heritage ,  even though some stud ies have 
repo rted that Vietnamese-American youth have exh ib ited less i nte rest 
in the i r  t rad i t ions and va lues as compared to the i r parents and e lders .  
Th is  is often i n  sp ite of  tendencies they had evidenced i n  ear ly  adoles­
cence to reject t rad i t iona l  V ietnamese cu l tura l  val ues .  
I speak most ly Eng l ish  with my cous ins ,  but recent ly 
[have been] speaki ng  more Vietnamese. When I came 
to L inco l n ,  I wasn 't th i nk ing  about my t rad it ions .  Here ,  I 
i nte ract with more Vietnamese; they speak bette r. I t  
makes me feel bad , embarrassed. I don ' t  want to lose 
the language.  Makes me feel left out .  Makes me th i nk  
about my  values .46Fr iends who  are not Vietnamese, 
wou ld  ask me about my cu l ture and I fe lt  bad about no 
knowing . [Th is  change to know more about my cu ltu re] 
wou ld  not have happened if  I were work ing ,  i f  I wasn 't i n  
schoo l .  I t  has a lot t o  do with t h e  un ive rs i ty. He re ,  the 
sett i ng  makes you ask more q uestions .47 
The re are i mp l icat ions that th is  apprec iat ion for cu ltu re and he ritage is  a 
funct ion of establ i sh i ng  sel f - ident ity. The t ime,  p lace and c i rcumstances 
of the complet ion of adu l t  ident ity format ion vary among the students .  
Also, these students'  connect ions with the i r  V ietnamese heritage a re 
dependent u pon exper iences i n  the school setti ng ,  espec ia l ly when i t  
resu lts i n  an exami nat ion of eth n ic ident i ty, often i n  terms of a persona l  
o r  fam i ly cr is is .  
Conclusions 
As th is  paper has p resented , the issues impacti ng  Vietnamese 
eth n ic  identity format ion are b road and mu lt i -d imens iona l .  I t  i s  not s u r­
pr is ing that there are othe r components to the format ion of ident i ty that 
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have not been extens ively exp lored .  We have attempted to descr ibe 
some of the issues concern ing  ethn ic  identity format ion ,  i nc lud ing  the 
man ifestat ion of problems concern ing  ethn ic  identity and its effects , both 
posit ive and negat ive on ch i ld ren 's  cu l tu ral  val ues.  These cu l tural val­
ues, specif ical ly the val ues i nherent in Amer ican educat ion ,  are strong ly  
affected by the development of  eth n ic ident i ty. 
V ietnamese i n  L i ncoln ,  Nebraska seem to w i l l i ng ly i nhabi t  the 
f r inges of the debate concern ing  the value of ed ucat ion .  They have 
estab l i shed an enclave as a no rmative reference g roup48 which sets 
standards ,  offe rs gu idance and pol ices behav ior. They leave the deci ­
s ions on cu rr icu lar  inc lus ion and educat ion goals to others .  For Viet­
namese parents,  the social  value  of educat ion is  not a h igh pr io rity. To 
them,  the b roader  pu rpose of educat ion is  to fu rther  the i nterests of the 
fam i ly. As an i ntegral  and contr ibut ing  member of a fam i ly, each ch i ld  
has respons ib i l i ty to support the we lfare and status of  the fam i ly. I nd i ­
v idua l  exce l lence is  rewarded when it contr ibutes to these goals .  I nd i ­
v idua l i sm and  se lf-express ion are to lerated on ly  i n  context o f  ach ievi ng  
these goals .  When such personal attr ibutes go beyond or  conf l ict with 
fami ly we l l -be ing they are d iscouraged and devalued . 
U n l i ke other  p redomi nant ly E u ropean m ig rant g roups to the 
U n ited States, status and ident ity are anchored sole ly to the fam i ly. I f  
V ietnamese w ish  to mai nta in  membersh ip  i n  the V ietnamese commu­
n ity i t  i s  on ly poss i b le th rough membersh ip  i n  a fam i ly. S ing le  Vietnam­
ese who are u nable to locate extended fami ly w i l l  seek honorary aff i l ia­
t ion  with an exist i ng  fami ly  through i nfo rmal adopt ion .  No Vietnamese 
wi l l  w i l l i ng ly  exc lude themse lves f rom fami ly  membersh ip .  The strength 
and importance of th is  t ie  can not be overstated .  Vietnamese students 
must cope with the demands to be Ame rican and the constrai nts of t ra­
d i t ional Vietnamese cu l ture .  The i nevitable resu l t  is  the beg i nn i ng  of a 
hybr id cu ltu re49 which both complements and conf l icts with t rad i t ional  
Vietnamese cu l ture .  As ch i ld ren p rogress to ad u lthood they become 
more cog n izant of  the i r  p lace i n  the larger commun ity. Ofte n th is  i n ­
c l udes be i ng  members o f  t he  Vietnamese commun ity and  i nteg rat i ng  
i nto the non-Vietnamese commun ity. For the i r  parents ,  commun ity p ro­
vides a safety net of protect ion and support .  I t  i nf luences act iv i t ies and 
he lps to i nterp ret the mean i ngs and act iv i t ies of the host cu l ture .  50 I n  
contrast, t h i s  commun ity can b e  a bu rden t o  ch i ld ren ,  c reat ing  conf l ict 
between new and o ld cu l ture .  The respons ib i l ity of membersh ip  i s  con­
formity to cu ltu ral norms of the imm ig rant g roup :  no diff icu lty to parents, 
often a hardsh ip  for the i r  ch i l d ren .  School p rovides the nexus for an 
emerg i ng  cu l tural  ident i ty. The c i rcumstances and the school  w i l l  l i m i t  
the identity choices and fo rce a dec is ion from the student .  In some 
cases,  part icu lar ly i n  schools where there are no other  Asians,  the op­
portun ity to "pass" as a member of the majo rity g roup is ava i lable to the 
student .  In th is  case the dec is ion of ident ity may be defe rred or  ignored . 
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I n  other  cases there may be a choice between be ing As ian and be ing 
American or non-As ian .  I n  L inco ln ,  Nebraska, Vietnamese students must 
cope with be ing  "As ian , "  c learly and i nexorably d iffe rent ,  often in sp ite of 
the fact that th is was not an issue i n  earl i e r  g rades of pr imary school .  
Th is often resu lts i n  marg i nal i z i ng  them i nto an i nvo luntary Asian iden­
t ity which emerges as a hybr id izat ion  of American , Vietnamese and even 
general ized Asian cu l ture .  From th is  cu ltu ra l  adapt ion confl icts emerge 
i n  the  fam i ly and i n  both the Vietnamese and non-Vietnamese commu­
n it ies.  Together, the exam inat ion of ethn ic ident ity and i ts  effects on  the 
educat ion of  a l l  youth shou ld  be cons idered carefu l ly. This project w i l l  
cont inue in  the futu re to examine emerg i ng  issues i n  Vietnamese iden­
t ity fo rmat ion and track change with i n  the Vietnamese commun ity of  L in ­
col n ,  Nebraska, compa'r ing and contrast ing  the un ique characte rist ics of 
th is  commun ity to othe r  Vietnamese and emerg i ng  immigrant commun i­
t ies i n  the Un ited States .  
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Ethnic Conversions: 
Family, Community, Women, and Kinwork 1 
Mary E. Kel ly 
Central M issouri State U n ivers ity 
Acco rding to the straight-line theory of assimilation, eth­
nic groups by the third or fourth generation should be 
entirely assimilated into mainstream society and should 
identify themselves as "Americans." Yet there has been 
a resurgence of ethnicity amo ng white ethn ics in the 
United Sates that has led to a renewed interest in par­
ticular ethnic groups and thei r cultures. Third- and fourth­
generation European Americans claim an ethnic iden ­
tity even though thei r ties to thei r ancestral homeland 
may be tenuous. Lithuanian Americans in Kansas City, 
Kansas, i n  the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s would seem to 
provide support for the straight-line theory of assimila­
tion, yet since the 1980s they have reconstituted them­
selves through the Lithuanians of America organization 
and are experiencing a renewal of their ethnic identity. 
The Lithuanian American commun ity in Seattle, Wash­
ingto n, also experienced ebbs and f lows in the activism 
and unity of its members. The community was active at 
the turn of the twentieth century, next revitalized by 
Lithuanian emigres fo l l owing Wo rld War I I , and then 
became active again in the late 1970s after a decade of 
i nact ion .  Members of the two groups were given ques­
t ionnaires in the early 1990s to address the ethnic iden­
tity fluctuations as wel l  as the role of n on-ethnics in the 
o rgan izations. One of the mo re exciting findings from 
the surveys and from participant observation was the 
extensive role of "ethnic converts" in the Kansas City 
o rganization, and their lesser (but sti l l  sign ificant) role 
in the Seattle Lithuanian-American community. 
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The Persi stence of Eth n i c  I dentity 
There is no doubt that ethn ic rev iva l i sm is a force in Amer ican 
society.2 However, though i t  may be true that i nd iv idua ls  rev ive the i r  
ethn ic ident ity, the mean ings  beh ind the reviva ls  vary. By "eth n ic  iden­
t i ty, "  I refe r to a g roup 's or i nd iv idua l 's  cu l tu ral construct ion of  the i r eth­
nic past which is  g rounded in an h isto r ical context but which also re­
sponds to changes i n  the l ives of both g roups and i nd iv idua ls .3 Ethnics 
are not retu rn ing  to the ways of the i r ancesto rs but are i nstead choos ing  
cu l tu ra l  symbols (such as  fo l k  danc ing ,  fo l k  s i ng i ng ,  eth n ic  festiva ls ,  and 
consumpt ion of eth n ic  foods) to i ncorporate i nto the i r  ident i t ies .4 Ethn ic 
Amer icans fee l  free to put on or take off the i r  ident i t ies depend ing  on the 
c i rcu mstances they f i nd themse lves in ,  and construct ethn ic  ident i t ies 
and cu l tu res as a way of l i n k ing  themse lves with society.5 People with 
mu l t ip le  he r itages p ick and choose the ones they ident ify with, "fee l i ng" 
more l i ke one eth n ic ity when they are perform ing  trad i t iona l  dances, fo r 
example ,  or when they are assoc iat i ng  with f r iends of that ethn ic ity. The 
constructed natu re of ethn ic  identity is even more read i ly  apparent when 
i nd iv idua ls  engage i n  ethn ic  "switch ing"  or  fu l ly convert to another ethn ic 
ident ity. 6 I argue  that ethn ic  g roups and ind iv idua ls active ly construct an 
ethn ic  ident ity through the creat ion of  ethn ic  symbo ls ,  boundar ies ,  com­
mun it ies ,  and cu l ture that change depend ing  on both g roup and i nd i ­
v idua l  c i rcu mstances. 
The construct ion of eth n ic ident ity, ethn ic  bou ndar ies ,  and com­
mun ity can be seen through an analysis of the mai ntenance and/or cre­
at ion of L ithuan ian-American eth n ic  identity by people of Lithuan ian de­
scent ,  non-L i thuan ians ,  and Lithuan ian-Amer ican commun it ies and or­
gan izat ions .  Analysis of th is  smal l  Amer ican eth n ic g roup a l lows one to 
obse rve the st rateg ies adopted by g roups when the i r  numbers dwi nd le  
due to ass im i l at ion and d ispersal f rom a centra l  locat ion .  I t  i s  log ica l  to  
p red ict that ethn ic bou ndar ies w i l l  become more permeable when there 
is fea r  of ethn ic  commun it ies be ing lost altogether  but that they w i l l  be 
more r ig id d u ri ng  t imes of stab i l ity for the g roup. Ethnic g roups with more 
f lex ib le boundar ies wou ld  be more l i ke ly to welcome ethn ic converts i nto 
the i r  m idst .  Through compar ing two d i fferent L ithuan ian-Ame rican orga­
n izations ,  the LOA and Bend ruome ne,  i t  i s  poss ib le  to compare the eth­
nic boundar ies mainta i ned by the g roups and to see the ro le that women,  
fam i l ies ,  fr iendsh ip  networks , and organ izat ions p lay i n  encou rag ing  "eth­
n ic  converts ." Because the two organizat ions have had d i ffe rent po l ic ies 
about accept ing non-Lithuanians i nto the i r  groups,  the comparison makes 
c leare r  the necessary antecedents for the acceptance of eth n ic  con­
verts . I exp lore how ethn ic ident ity is transm itted, usua l ly through women,  
and show how even those without an ethn ic ancestry can adopt an eth­
nic ident ity. 
82 
Kelly-Ethn ic Conversions 
Women , Kinwork, and Fam ily Structures 
Fam i l ies and ki nsh ip  networks p lay a key ro l e  in ma i ntai n i ng  
and  strengthen ing  eth n ic t ies and  ident i ty because they keep  a l ive eth­
n ic  t rad it ions and r i tua ls that wou ld  otherwise be lost du r i ng  per iods of 
low eth n ic awareness.  Eth n ic  structu res ,  such as fam i l ies ,  c h u rches ,  
schools ,  and soc ia l  o rgan izat ions p reserve ethn ic  ident ity th rough  mu l ­
t ip le  generat ions and d ispe rsal  i nto the suburbs.  For  i nstance, fam i ly 
part ic i pat ion i n  powwows and other  symbo l ic  and i nstru mental in terac­
t ion confi rm Nat ive Amer ican ethn i c  ident i t ies in u rban and suburban 
communi t ies ,  far from reservat ion commun it ies .? Women often act as 
ethn ic arch i tects wit h i n  fam i ly structu res ;  they p lay a central ro le in sym­
bol ic ethn ic ity, because it is  usua l ly women who cook the trad i t ional  foods 
and socia l ize the i r  ch i l d ren  to have a part icu lar  ethn ic ident ity. 8 Fo r ex­
ample ,  Mexican-Amer ican women have been i nstrumental in keep in� 
fam i l ies together  and transm itti ng cu ltu re by cooking  t rad i t ional  foods .  
Fam i l ies (espec ia l ly  the i r  female members) active ly c reate sym­
bols of eth n ic  ident ity; in fact , fam i l y  h i sto ry and cu l ture are used as 
representat ions of eth n ic i ty. 1 0 These symbols ,  such as the ce lebrat ion  
of  ho l idays, become a means of reta i n i ng  o ld t rad i t ions and p ract ices,  
and defi ne the fam i ly  i n  an eth n ic context . Language is  another  impor­
tant compo nent  of eth n i c  i de nt i ty t ransm iss ion .  I n  a 1 983 study of 
Lithuanian scouts , Van Reenan found that the women p layed an impor­
tant ro le i n  determ i n i ng ethn i c  ident if icat ion because they we re the ones 
who passed on eth n ic t rad i t ions and the Li th uan ian language. 1 1  When 
mothers d id  not  teach L i thuan ian t rad i t ions i n  the househo ld ,  the t rad i ­
t ions were often lost .  
Women ofte n perfo rm the ro le of eth n ic t ransm itte r even when 
they are non-eth n ics themse lves by t ransmitt i ng  the i r  partne r's eth n ic ity 
to ch i l d ren .  Thus ,  k i nwork becomes an extens ion of the more wide ly 
documented " i nv is ib le labor" of women ,  and women become a major  
fo rce i n  ethn ic  renewals .  Women a re expected to  mainta i n  fam i ly  and 
ethn ic  ident i t ies t h rough  the i r  k i nwork and are respons ib le  fo r o rgan iz i ng  
the  c ross-househo ld gather ings that a re  necessary fo r the t ransmiss ion  
of  eth n ic behav iors and be l iefs . 1 2  I n  fact , acco rd i ng  to  d i  Leonardo 's 
study of I ta l ian American fam i l ies ,  ki nsh ip  t ies d im i n ish  or  d ie wi thout an  
ad u l t  woman p resent i n  the househo ld ,  and  often women know more 
about the i r  husband 's fami ly  t ies and background than the men them­
se lves do. 1 3 The fact that the work  o f  e thn ic  ident ity t ransmiss ion  i s  
somet imes even done by  non-eth n ic  women supports the i mportance of 
women in transm itt i ng  eth n ic ident ity. 
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Eth n i c  Conversions 
A br ief review of the general l iterature on convers ion sheds some 
l i g ht on the p rocesses beh i nd  ethn ic  conve rs ions . 1 4  Research on con­
vers ions usua l ly  cente rs on re l i g ious convers ions ,  however, there is noth­
ing part icu lar ly " re l i g ious" about the convers ion process . 1 5  Convers ion 
occu rs any t ime a g roup  encourages ident ity change among i ts  mem­
bers .  Although some researchers assume that convers ions create a rad i ­
cal  sh ift i n  the conve rt 's world v iew, not a l l  convers ions are  o f  such an 
ext re me natu re . 1 6  Suchman , fo r example ,  arg ues that most convers ions 
do not have such l i fe-transforming consequences and that "everyday 
convers ions" are more l i ke ly to p rovide a sense of g roup so l idar ity than a 
d rast ic reo r ie ntat ion of personal ideolog ies . 1 7  I n  my analys is of eth n ic 
conve rts , I focus  on convers ion as a means of provid ing  a sense of g roup  
so l idarity. To that end , I concentrate on the everyday convers ions asso­
c iated with organ izat iona l  aff i l iat ion and a l leg iance rather  than changes 
i n  bel ief systems.  
Re l i g ious  exogamy is  one reason fo r re l i g i ous  switc h i n g ,  a 
spouse's des i re to convert to the i r  partner 's rel i g ion .  Somet i mes it is  
seen as essent ia l  for ch i l d ren i n  a fam i ly that both parents be of  the 
same re l i g i on ,  and therefo re , if the parents are of  d i ffe rent re l i g ions ,  one 
of  them converts - -usua l ly the mother. 1 8  At  least one study i nd icates 
that ethn ic  convers ions are done for s im i lar reasons ;  one ancestry is 
p r iv i leged over the other  i n  order to make the t ransmiss ion of eth n ic  
ident ity to the ch i l d ren eas ier. Often it i s  the father's eth n ic ancestry that 
is t ransm itted ,  usua l ly  due to h is su rname (and therefo re eth n ic  her i ­
tage)  be i ng  rep resentat ive of  the ent i re fam i ly. 1 9  For example ,  among 
Nat ive Ame ricans ,  "some non- I nd ians who marry I nd ians become i ncor­
po rated i nto the tr ibal cu ltu res of the i r  spouses.',20 Usua l ly  it i s  wives 
who are converted . 
Another  arg u ment that is made about re l i g ious  convers ion is  
that associat ion with other  members of  a re l i g ion  are what leads one to 
convert .  Membersh i p  in an organ izat ion is  of importance because " i t  is 
t h rough  becom ing  committed to an organ izat ion that an i nd iv idua l  be­
comes converted to the organ izat ion 's perspective.,,2 1  Fr iendsh ip  net­
works can a lso i nf l uence an i nd iv idua l 's  re l i g ious or  eth n ic ident ity. In a 
review art ic le exam in i ng  ten case studies of re l i g ious convers ions ,  re ­
searchers found  that the factors most cruc ia l  to the convers ion p rocess 
were the "format ion of affective bonds with g roup members" and " i nten­
s ive i nte ract ion with g roup members .,,22 In one part icu la r ly compe l l i ng  
case, Stephen reports that a Ch i nese-Laot ian g i r l ident i f ied herself as  a 
"Ch i nese Caucas ian"  when  associat i ng  w i th  he r  most ly Caucas ian  
f r iends .23 Even when she was not w i th  her  f r iends ,  however, she re­
ported that her  pr imary ident ity was as a "Laot ian-C h i nese Caucas ian ." 
Women ,  t h rough  marr iage and other  fam i l ia l  re lat ionsh ips ,  of-
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te n d raw non-ethn ics i nto fam i ly  networks and thus i nto the ethn ic  com­
mun ity. Non-ethn ics a lso become part of the ethn ic  commun ity th rough  
cu l tural and  pol i t ical part ic ipat ion ,  such as  tak ing part i n  fo l k-danc i ng  
groups,  fo l k-s i ng ing  ensembles ,  and eth n ic  fest iva ls ,  as  we l l  as  support­
ing independence movements.  They become "converts" when they adopt 
a new, nonancestral  ethn ic  ident i ty and often extend the i r  part ic ipat ion 
to other  act iv it ies i nvo lv ing  the ethn ic  commun ity and i ts  ancestral home­
land ,  such as taki ng lang uage c lasses and maintai n i ng  connect ions wi th  
peop le and organ izat ions i n  the adopted homeland .  What is fasc inat i ng ,  
because i t  h i gh l i ghts the constructed natu re o f  eth n ic ident ity, are the  
processes through wh ich  people without L i thuan ian ancestry come to 
identify very strong ly with L it huan ian Amer icans and Lith uan ia ,  and thus 
"become" L i thuanian American .  The Lith uan ian-American converts i n  my 
study, fo r instance, became act ive ly i nvo lved in L i thuan ian-Amer ican 
organ izat ions th roug h  marry i ng  i nto L ithuan ian-Ame rican fam i l ies and/ 
or jo in ing  the organ izat ions d i rect ly, usua l ly  th roug h  the i r  fo l k-danc i ng  
groups.  My analys is  o f  L i thuan ian-American co nverts focuses pr imar i ly 
on the ro le of fam i l ies ,  women ,  and L i th uan ian-Ame rican organizat ions 
i n  the ethn ic  convers ion p rocess.  
Lith uanian-American Converts 
As in much rel i g ious co nvers ion ,  marr iage se rves as a common 
path to Lith uan ian eth n ic  convers ion .24 The Lith uan ian-American con­
verts I stud ied were most l i ke ly to adopt the goals ,  ideology, and r i tua ls 
of the fami l ies they have marr ied i nto or  those of the L i thuan ian-Amer i ­
can organ izat ions they are members of. Not su rpr is i ng ly, the marr iage 
i tse l f  was of s ign if icant importance to the respondents. What was more 
important, however, was the b i rth  of ch i l d re n  and the perce ived neces­
s ity to i nstruct them in the i r  eth n ic background .  The fami ly  seemed to 
have the most effect i n  t ransform ing  one's ethn ic  identity when the con­
ve rt had a weak eth n ic  identity to beg i n  with and/o r when the fam i ly they 
marr ied i nto had a strong ethn i c  identity bo lste red by ethn ic act iv i t ies . 
The on ly converts I was ab le to identify i n  Bendruomene,  fo r example ,  
we re a l l  marr ied to peop le of L i thuan ian  descent .  (Wh i le  on ly two non­
ethn ics responded to my su rvey, I i dent i f ied several others th rough  my 
part ic i pant observat ion and analys is  of the i r  eth n ic convers ions are in ­
c luded i n  th is  art ic le as we l l ) .  Howeve r, some of the converts i n  the LOA 
d id  not have fam i l ia l  t ies ,  but i nstead conve rted t h rough  the i r  i nvolve­
ment in the LOA and/or  the Aidas dance g roup.25 
The Kansas C ity LOA has a much h i gher  percentage of non­
Lithuan ian membe rsh ip  as  we l l  as ethn ic converts than does Seatt le 's 
Bendruomene.  LOA also has had leaders who a re non-Lith uan ia n ,  wh i l e  
the  Seatt le Lith uanian-American organ izat ion has  not. I n  fact , recent LOA 
e lect i on  of off i cers is a good exa m p l e  of t he  accepta nce of n o n -
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Lithuan ians i n  the commun ity. S i nce the 1 996 e lection ,  th ree out of the 
fou r  LOA off icers ,  i nc lud ing the pres ident ,  are nonLithuan ians .26 Two of 
the off icers a re marr ied to L i thuan ian Amer icans, but the new p res ident 
has no such aff i l i at ion . I n  add i t ion ,  one of the e ight  rema in i ng  board 
members is non-Lithuan ian ,  but is marr ied to a L ithuan ian Amer ican .  
Non-L ithuan ians have been recog n ized as  a vital part o f  t he  LOA s ince 
its i ncept ion .  Fo r example ,  in 1 98 1 , the (non-L ith uan ian)  ed i tor  of the 
Varpas thanked non-L i thuan ians fo r the i r  he lp d u r i ng  the 1 98 1 fest ivalas : 
Non-L i thuan ian Ken Berk in worked bee r and d r i nks fo r 
many hours and Ken b rought several non-Lith uan ian 
f r iends who worked var ious sh ifts th roug hout the day, 
J i m  M u rray another  non-Lith uan ian ,  f r iend of Don Z . ,  
worked [a l l  but) fou r  hours i n  t h e  d r i n k  booths .  These 
and many other  non-Lithuanians (about 1 5) worked with­
out pay and we owe them a g reat debt of thanks .27 
In Seatt le ,  al l cu rrent Bendruomene off ice rs and board members are of 
Lithuan ian-American ancestry. Non-Lithuanians are sometimes, but rarely, 
ment ioned i n  the Tu lpe Ti mes, and even then on ly fa i r ly  recent ly. 
Desp ite the d i ffe rences between these two commun it ies,  both  
do have eth n ic  converts and i n  both commun it ies these converts a re 
wide ly accepted by the g roup members as we l l  as outs iders .  Howeve r, 
L i thuan ian-Ame rican conve rts appear to be accepted more read i ly  i n  
t h e  LOA than i n  Bendruomene.  I n  the L i thuan ian-Amer ican commun i ­
t ies  i n  Seatt le  and Kansas C i ty, I def ined as  eth n i c  co nverts non ­
L i thuan ian-Ame rican members who  are i nvolved i n  Lith uan ian fo l k  danc­
ing or  s i ng i ng  g roups ,  are leaders of any L i thuan ian-American organ iza­
t ions, rep resent L i thuan ian Americans i n  other  pan-eth n ic  organ izations ,  
o r  active ly make an effo rt to  i nfo rm others outs ide the Li th uan ian-Amer i ­
can commun it ies about L i thuan ian h isto ry, cu ltu re ,  o r  pol i t ics.  
S ixty LOA respondents (out of 1 63) without L i th uan ian ancestry 
responded to my su rveys , wh i le  on ly two Bendruomene members (out 
of forty-seven) of non-Lithuanian ancestry responded . There are two l i kely 
reasons fo r the d iscrepancy in the percentage of non-Li thuan ians who 
responded to the quest ionna i res. One is that I was able to ma i l  out the 
questionna i res on ly  once to Bendruomene,  and i n  general d id  not  re­
ce ive as h i gh  of a response rate.  A second ,  and more theoret ica l ly i nte r­
est ing  exp lanat ion ,  is that the LOA g roup has much more permeable 
ethn ic boundar ies .  Barth d iscusses the not ion of an eth n ic boundary 
d iv id i ng  popu lat ions and out l i nes the condit ions under  wh ich i nd iv idua ls 
can "m ig rate" across boundaries,  thus chang ing  the i r  ethn ic ity.28 These 
eth n ic boundar ies are dete rmined by soc ia l  i nteract ion , that is  to say, 
both by self-ascr ipt ion and ascr ipt ion by others. One must also act out 
the  p roper, c u l tu ra l l y  p rescr ibed ro les to be accepte d . 29  T h u s  i t  is 
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necessary both fo r the converts to def ine  themse lves as "L ithuan ian  
American" and fo r the g roup members to accept them as such .  
I n  Bendruomene ,  fo r examp le ,  i t  i s  bo th  less l i ke ly  fo r non­
L i thuan ians to  def ine themselves as L i thuan ian-American converts and 
less l i ke ly fo r Lith uan ian Amer icans to accept non-L i thuan ians as f u l l  
members o f  t he  organizat ion .  Un l i ke t he  LOA, the  Seattle L ithuan ian­
Ame rican o rgan izat ion is  heav i ly  in f l uenced by L i th uan ian -Ame r ican 
em ig res, who often have str icte r def i n it ions of the qua l i t ies necessary 
fo r an "authent ic" L i thuan ian American than eth n ic  L i th uan ian Amer i ­
cans do.  One Bend ruomene membe r (F  3G ethn ic) , for example ,  be­
l i eves that the more r ig id bou ndar ies of em ig re g roups is  due to the i r  
strong pol i t ical attachment to  L i th uan ia as  refugees :  
So th is  became a nationa l  pu rpose fo r L i thuan ian  com­
mun it ies a l l  over the cou ntry after World War I I ,  to "never 
forget" that L ithuan ia  was i l lega l ly occup ied .30 
Another  Bendruomene member (M 1 G em ig re)  agrees that fo r the Se­
att le Lith uan ian-American commun ity, "the only glue rea l ly  was th is 'Save 
Lith uania' th ing .',31 I rena Blekys (1 G emigre) also bel ieves that Lith uanian­
Ame rican emigres have more restr ict ive i deas about be ing  Lithuan ian 
American :  
We always fe lt (we as  i n  World War I I  refugees) that 
"we" are Lith uan ians .  The other ones [ethn ic  L ithuan ian 
Americans] when we came over d idn 't speak L ithuan ian ,  
or  they have so many Amer ican isms . . .  And I th ink  that 
i n  many ways we tended to keep them out  and made 
them fee l  l i ke they we ren 't good Lith uan ians . 32 
Bend ruomene,  therefo re , due to its larger concentrat ion of em ig res, has 
less permeable eth n ic  boundar ies than the LOA does . 
Non-L i thuan ians i n  the LOA, for i nstance, are welcomed without 
hes itat ion ,  whi le non-L ith uan ians i n  Bendruomene a re requ i red to dem­
onstrate the i r "L ith uan ianess." Therefo re , non-L ithuan ian  Bendruomene 
members are less l i ke ly to ident ify themse lves as L i thuan ian ,  and less 
l i ke ly  to fee l  themselves to be "off ic ia l "  members i n  the g roup .  I n stead , 
they cons ider  themse lves aux i l iary members .  Th is  var iance is evidenced 
not on ly  by the i r  g reate r response to the su rveys, but a lso by the i r  strong  
leadersh ip  ro les i n  the LOA . The leader o f  A idas ,  fo r example ,  is  a non­
L i th uan ian marr ied to  a L i thuan ian Amer ican ,  and there is  a lso a non­
Lith uan ian who ,  w i th  her  spouse of  L i thuan ian ancest ry, regu la r ly repre­
sented the Li thuan ian-American commun ity t h rough  her leaders h i p  ro le  
i n  the Kansas C ity Ethn ic  Commiss ion .  
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The majo rity of the non-L i thuan ians were more than th ree gen­
erat ions removed f rom the i r own ancest ry. On ly s ix  o f  the respondents 
repo rted that they were t h i rd or second generat ion .  Among the Kansas 
C ity popu lat ion with L i thuan ian ancestry, al most a t h i rd were f i rst o r  sec­
ond generat ion and twenty-two percent we re th i rd generat ion .  Only seven 
and a half percent reported that they were fou rth generat ion , wh i le  near ly 
fou r  percent were of m ixed generat ions .  None of the Bendruomene mem­
bers repo rted ancestry fu rther  removed than th i rd generat ion .  This he lps 
to support the theory that those with tenuous t ies to the i r  own ancestry 
are more l i ke ly to adopt another, o r  at least to become more i nvo lved 
with the act iv i t ies of another  eth n ic  group. Of those respondents,  I c las­
s if ied twe lve LOA members as L i th uan ian converts, and I cons idered 
both of  the non-L i thuan ian Bendruomene members to be co nve rts and 
ident if ied one other  Bendruomene I i nterviewed , bu t  who d id  not  co m­
p lete a su rvey, as a L i th uan ian convert .  (Other eth n ic  co nverts were 
ment ioned i n  aBend ruomene news lette r, and refe rred to as " honora ry 
L ithuan ians , "  but I have l itt le add it ional  i nformat ion about them . )  Althou g h  
f i fteen responde nts is a smal l  percentage o f  t h e  popu lat ion stud ied ,  I 
be l ieve it can st i l l  p rove usefu l  to t ry and trace how they constructed the i r  
new ident i t ies and why, and  thus  ga in  some ins ight i nto the eth n ic con­
vers ion p rocess . 
I expected to f ind fewer ethn ic  converts i n  the Seatt le Lith uan ian­
Ame rican g roup because it is  dominated by Lithuan ian em ig res who are 
more l i ke ly  to have r ig id  def i n it ions of Lithuan ianess than the i r  eth n ic  
L i th uan ian-Ame rican cou nte rparts , and , i n  fact , there we re fewe r. A l ­
though seve ra l o f  the respondents from the Seatt le group reported less 
acceptance of non-L i thuan ians and even of people of L ithuan ian ances­
try who marr ied non-L i thuan ians in the past ,  they also be l ieved that to l ­
erance was increas i ng  fo r such members .  They fe lt that they needed a l l  
the he lp  they cou ld  get i n  order  to mai nta in and even expand the i r  o ut­
reach programs i n  the local commun ity as wel l  as the i r  ph i l anth rop ic 
effo rts i n  L i th uan ia .  From my interact ions with group members ,  i t  be­
came c lear that  when non-L ithuan ian members were we lcomed it was 
because the sma l l  size of the L i thuan ian-American commun ity deemed 
it necessary. These few non-Li thuan ians ,  however, we re not  t reated as 
L i thuan ian-American conve rts . I n stead , the i r  ro le was seen as one of  
he lp i ng  L i th uan ian-American causes ,  e i ther i n  preserv ing  L i th uan ian­
American cu lt u re or  assist ing  L ithuan ia  i n  ach ieving i ndependence.  
Although Seattle L i th uan ian Amer icans are becoming  more ac­
cept ing , the i r ethn ic  boundaries are sti l l  q u ite r ig id i n  compar ison to the 
Kansas C ity g roup because em ig res tend to have more narrow ideas 
about what is necessary to be cons idered "L ithuan ian Amer ican ." Not 
on ly  is there a sma l le r  percentage of non-Lith uan ians i n  the Seatt le  
L i thuan ian-American commun ity than i n  the Kansas C ity one ,  but they 
are not found i n  leadersh i p  pos i t ions .  I n  addit ion ,  non-L ith uan ians are 
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often inc l uded i nto the Li thuan ian-Amer ican g roup  t h rough  fo rmal r itua ls 
i n  wh ich they are named "honorary Lith uan ians ." Apparent ly there was a 
perceived need to r i tua l ly t ransfo rm ind iv idua ls  so that they cou ld pen­
et rate the denser eth n ic boundar ies of the Seatt le o rgan izat ion .  Accord­
ing to an art icle i n  the Tu lpe Times, the "certif icates of Honorary Lithuanian 
Ci t izensh ip" we re : 
awarded i n  fun to we l l -deserv ing i nd iv idua ls  who have 
contr i buted much de l iberate effo rt and enthus iasm to 
the p romu lgat ion of Lith uan ian act iv i t ies i n  Seatt le .  The 
unsuspect ing  rec ip ients were req u i red to pass an "ora l  
exami nat ion" pr ior  to be ing awarded a new name a long 
with the i r  honorary status .33 
No such ritua ls ex ist in the LOA; in fact it is rare ly noted who is and who 
is  not of Lith uan ian ancestry. Fo r example ,  i n  my own research of the 
LOA , I was su rpr ised several t i mes to f i nd  that members who I had as­
su med were of  Lith uan ian ancestry were not .  
Cont i n u u m  of Conversion 
At the same t ime that there were variat ions i n  the extent to wh ich 
non-Lith uanians were welcomed i nto Lith uan ian-American organ izat ions,  
there was also variat ion i n  the extent to which the L ithuan ian converts 
regarded themse lves as such .  Some of the responde nts made a po int  of 
i nd icat ing  that they thought they we re every bit as L ithuan ian as those 
with Lith uan ian ancestry. Constance wrote : 
I fee l  I am tru ly Lithuan ian al though  I am on ly  by mar­
r iage. I feel you do not have to speak L i thuan ian to be 
Lith uan ian .  In fact , a l l  you rea l ly  need is the des i re of 
the heart . My i nvolvement with the L i thuan ian Freedom 
Movement has long su rpassed a casua l  i nvo lvement of 
some 1 2  years of awareness on my part .  The tr i p [to 
L i t huan ia]  o n ly i ntens i f ied  a l l  of these fee l i n gs  and  
showed me i n  rea l ity what I had  hoped fo r, a beaut i fu l  
cou ntry with beaut i fu l  peop le .  
Wayne has been so i nvo lved i n  the g roup that he sees h i mself  as an 
adopted Lith uan ian :  
I ' m  an adopted L ithuan ian ,  I rea l ly  fee l  that way . . . .  I ' m  
proud o f  t h e  peop le ,  p roud o f  t h e  L i th uan ian costume I 
got there [ i n  L i thuan ia] .  
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He i s  not the on ly one who sees h i mself that way, however ;  another  
respondent wrote that "you cou ldn ' t  ask for  someone more L ithuan ian 
[than Waynej .,,34 
Others ,  however, were equa l ly  c lear that they fe lt they were not 
" real"  L i th uan ians .  M i ke ,  fo r example ,  wrote ,  " I ' m  j ust a 'fake' or 'pseudo'  
L i thuan ian-American ." Most responses fe l l  somewhere in between ,  such 
as Darre l l ' s :  
I am not  Lith uan ian-American off ic ia l ly, but I found out  
you don ' t  have to  be.  The re are appeal i ng  aspects to 
be ing  i nvo lved w i th  t h i s  co m m u n ity that go beyond 
eth n ic ity (e. g .  craftwork, a r t ,  respect fo r natu re ,  b ravery, 
etc . ) .  
I n  add it ion ,  L isa,  who  is  adopted , wrote : 
. . .  I don 't know what my actual  eth n ic identity is and I 
i ntend to f ind out .  I wou ld  very much l i ke to f ind out that 
my ethn ic ident i ty is Lithuan ian ,  because I wou ld  be 
h o n o red to be  o n e  of t h e  h a rd wo r k i n g  a n d  k i n d  
L i thuan ians .  
I n  her  case,  she has chosen to ident ify with L i th uan ians even though her  
adopted parents are not  of  Lith uan ian descent .  Through  her  own act iv i ­
t ies with the LOA, she has also d rawn i n  her  adoptive parents, who have 
vol u nteered the i r  t i me fo r var ious fund- ra is ing  act iv i t ies .  
The Role of the Fam i ly i n  Eth n i c  Conversion 
Eth n ic conve rs ion is part ly a fu nct ion of t ry ing  to maintai n a con­
s istent identity fo r a l l  members of the househo ld , parents and ch i l d ren  
a l i ke .  Most o f  t he  eth n ic converts who are parents (n i ne  have ch i l d ren)  
be l ieve it to be ve ry important to pass an ethn ic he ritage on to the i r  
ch i l d re n .  E ight o f  them reported that they taught  t h e i r  ch i l d ren t h e i r  eth­
n ic  her itage ;  the one who d id  not wrote that he s i mply d id  not know 
enough about h is  background i n  o rder to do so. Because the parents 
thought  it important to exp lore the i r  fam i l ies '  roots, they acted as ethn i c  
t ransm itte rs to  t he i r  ch i l d re n .  For example ,  Kev i n ,  who  does not ident ify 
with h i s  own eth n ic  background ,  wrote that h i s  ch i l d ren are "taught 
L i thuan ian ident ity, even though they are on ly  1 /8 L i thuan ian because of 
ou r  i nvolvement ." 
There is also evidence of a " reve rse cu l tu ral t ransmiss ion" when 
parents become more ethn ic because of  hav ing ch i l d ren and teach ing  
them fam i ly  h isto ry and pass ing  on fam i ly  t rad i t ions . 35 I n  some cases 
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the trad it ions d id  not even seem important to them unt i l  they had ch i l ­
d ren to  pass them on to .  Jack Thompson ,  fo r example ,  wrote that teach­
i ng  h is  ch i l d ren about the i r  eth n ic  heritage "has  he lped me to  under­
stand the wor ld bette r, to be aware of world conf l ict and cu l tu res .  A lso [ i t] 
has he lped form my ident ity." 
H is  own identity was strengthened i n  h is  t ransmiss ion of that ident i ty to 
h is  ch i l d ren .  
I n  add it ion ,  ch i l d ren can  d i rectly get the i r  parents i nvolved i n  
eth n ic  cu l ture .  Fo r i nstance, m y  parents d id  not become i nvo lved with 
Lithuanian-American act iv i t ies unt i l  afte r I had jo i ned and beg u n  per­
forming with Aidas when I was f i fteen i n  1 981 . Othe r  adu l t  re latives of 
mine reported that the i r  "crazy n iece" had gotten them involved i n  search­
ing  fo r the i r  L i thuan ian he ritage .  
Some of t he  res pondents to my q uest i onna i res t rave led to 
Lithuania pr i mari ly because of the fami ly t ies the tr ip evoked . Kevin Parker, 
fo r example ,  wrote that "[trave l to L i thuan ian was a] chance to v is i t  my 
wife's homeland and my adopted homeland ." Another  convert wrote : 
I wanted to v is it the cou ntry f rom which my h usband 's 
parents imm ig rated , to get to know the people and to 
dance with them,  and to share cu l tura l  ideas. I fe lt that 
th is  wou ld  he lp  my ch i l d ren to more fu l ly appreciate the i r  
her itage.36 
They bel ieved it  was important to become i nvolved with the i r  spouse's 
fami ly  t ies and to teach the i r ch i l d ren  about the i r  he ritage .  For them, the 
tr ip to Lith uan ia was a chance to exper ience more deeply the i r  chosen 
eth nic ident ity. 
The Gendered Nature of Eth n i c  Conversion 
I n  a study of  convers ion to modern Orthodox Judaism,  Davidman 
and G re i l  found that men and women chose to convert fo r d iffe rent rea­
sons.37 Men we re more l i ke ly to be act ive seekers and to be i nte rested 
in  abst ract theolog ical issues wh i le  women were more l i ke ly  to convert 
th rough personal  contacts , and they emphasized fam i ly and persona l  
re lat ionsh i ps as reasons fo r the i r  convers ions .  Aga i n ,  we see the i m por­
tance of fami ly  i n  convers ion p rocesses,  part icu larly fo r women .  Often 
the women fe lt it to be the i r  respons ib i l i ty to conve rt to the i r  h usband 's  
re l i g ion because it was the i r  respons ib i l i ty to  mainta in  the t rad i t ions of 
the househo ld . 38 
I t  seemed to be more important to the women to t ransmit a cu l ­
tura l  identity to  the i r  ch i l d ren  that corresponded to  the i r  s u rname,  and 
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hence with the i r  father's ancestral background .  As respondent Constance 
expressed i t :  
Long ago I fe lt  if I carr ied the name of "Samalav ici us" I 
shou ld be able to speak i nte l l i gent ly about the or ig in  
and know the roots of  the fam i ly. 
She thought  that her  ch i l d ren needed to be taught about the h istory of 
the name they carr ied .  She added that teach i ng  the ch i l d ren the i r  eth n ic 
he r i tage was important because " i t  i s  imperat ive that ch i ld ren  under­
stand what has made up the persona l i t ies of the i r  fam i l ies ."Sandy ap­
parent ly agrees, because she wrote, "S i nce I marr ied a Lith uan ian , I 
have been i nstrumental i n  teach ing  [my ch i l d ren]  the i r  L ithuan ian her i ­
tage ." 
Somet imes wo men become so in terested i n  the i r  spouse 's  
L i th uan ian he ritage that they become more i nvolved i n  L i th uan ian act iv i ­
t ies than the i r h usbands.  In  the L ithuan ian-Ame rican commun ity i n  Kan­
sas, one of the pr i mary leaders of the group is  a woman with no Lith uanian 
ancestry, yet she is more act ive than her L i thuan ian-Ame rican h usband . 
For i nstance, she is learn ing  Lithuan ian- -someth ing her husband has 
never chosen to do. L ikewise,  the leader of Aidas is non-L i th uan ian ,  yet 
she  is learn i n g  t rad i t iona l  L i th uan ian  fo l k  dances and a lso is tak i ng  
L i thuan ian language classes . Aga i n ,  her  h usband has  expressed no i n ­
te rest i n  learn ing  Lithuan ian . Sandy wrote o f  her  own eth n ic ident i ty :  
I t h i n k  of mys e l f  as  A m e r i can  and somet i mes as 
Lith uan ian Ame rican and I r ish Amer ican .  I fee l  more 
L i thuan ian than I r i sh .  
Constance also feels a strong identif icat ion with he r  husband's ancestry: 
I cons ider  myself as much or  more a L i thuan ian than 
most L i thuan ians I know, most ly because I chose to be ,  
the refo re, ded icat ing my effo rts w i thout  gu i l t or  to p lease 
anyone e lse .  My cou ntry is  certa i n ly [the] U n ited States, 
but my her itage is cons idered to be Lith uan ian .  
Other  examp les i nc lude a coup le i n  the Seatt le group .  The man 
is  an eth n ic L i th uan ian and his spouse is  not ,  yet Anne is the one who 
got them i nvolved i n  the L i thuan ian-Amer ican commun ity th rough her 
i nvo lvement in the fo l k-danc ing g roup .  She is a lso learn ing  L i thuan ian ,  
although her h usband is not .  
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Ethn i c  Convers ions thro u g h  Nonfam il iar Routes 
Although  most of the non- Lith uan ians  who were i nvolved i n  
L i thuan ian-American organ izat ions a n d  act iv i t ies with whom I spoke o r  
who answered quest ionna i res were connected t o  people of L ithuan ian 
ancestry by marital t ies ,  there were others who became i nvo lved i n  the 
organ izat ions through cu ltu ral (pr imar i ly fo l k-danc ing)  g roups or  because 
of the i r  pol i t ical act iv ism on the behal f  of L i thuan ian i ndependence. I n  
essence, the i r  route t o  ethn ic  convers ion  i s  th rough  formal organ iza­
t ions rather  than fami l ies .  Although  fo r many i t  i s  ent i re ly understandable 
when the spouses (or s i gn if icant others )  of L i thuan ian Americans be­
come deeply i nvolved i n  the Lithuan ian-American commun ity, i t  i s  more 
of a myste ry why those without such t ies become h igh ly  act ive. Such 
i nvolvement pushes at  the boundar ies of eth n ic construct ion p rocesses .  
These nonfam i l iar  ethn ic  converts i nd icated the i r  i nvo lvement in  
formal organ izat ions p layed a key role i n  the i r ident i f icat ion wi th  L ithuan ia .  
For i nstance, one respondent i n it ia l ly became interested i n  Lithuan ia  
th rough h is  wife of  L ithuan ian descent ,  but a lso notes that they probably 
wou ld  not have expressed her he r itage or taught i t  to the i r ch i ld ren i f  i t  
hadn 't been for the format ion of the LOA.39 An example of the eth n ic  
convers ion through i nvo lvement in  cu l tu ra l  o rgan izat ions i s  the exper i ­
ence of M i ke ,  a man of Norweg ian descent .  He i n it ia l ly  became i nvolved 
with the Lithuan ian-American commun ity in Kansas when he jo ined the i r 
fo l k  g roup Aidas s imply because he enjoyed fo l k  danc ing and was eager  
to  t ry  new styles of  fo l k  danci ng .  H i s  i nterest i n  L ithuan ia  became he ight­
ened as he found out more about i t  f rom the other  dance members .  
Anne ,  for example ,  a member  of the Seatt le  L i thuan ian-Amer i ­
can organ izat ion ,  has become very in terested in  L i thuan ian fo l k  weav ing  
and was part ly respons ib le for an  exh i b it on L ithuan ian weav ing at  the  
U n iversity o f  Wash ington and is  learn i ng  L i thuan ian weav ing herself . She 
became i nterested i n  L i thuan ia f i rst t h rough  i ts  fo l k  ar t ,  and then began 
to learn more about Lithuan ia ,  i nc l ud i ng  its lang uage.  Her  entrance i nto 
the g roup was f i rst th rough i nterest in L i thuan ian cu l tu re ,  and then late r 
she began part ic ipat ing i n  a l l  the Bendruomene act iv it ies and even taught 
Lithuan ian cu ltu re to other  non-Lithuan ians .  Another  Bendruomene mem­
ber became i nte rested i n  Lithuan ia  because he was study ing L i thuan ian .  
Trave l i n g  to  L i t h u a n i a  was a n ot h e r  ro u te  by w h i c h  n o n ­
L i thuan ians felt the i r  ident i f icat ion with L ithuan ia  was strengthened . A n  
example o f  th is  i s  M i ke ,  fo r example ,  was o n e  o f  the non-Li thuan ians 
who t raveled w i th  Aidas to Lithuan ia  i n  1 992 .  H is posi t ive exper iences 
there fu rthered his i nterest in L ith uan ia  and L i thuan ians .  S ince then ,  he 
has sent back g ifts and money to the fam i l y  he  stayed with , and i nvited 
L i thuan ians to v is i t  the U n ited States. His i nvo lvement has been so i n ­
tense that there was even a short art ic le pub l i shed about h im  i n  the 
Kansas City Star ent i t led "The King of L i thuan ia ." The art ic le d id  not 
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ment ion he was not of L ithuan ian descent ,  and the react ion of the LOA 
members was mai n ly one of pr ide that his i nvolvement with Lithuan ia  
had been wr itten about  i n  the newspaper. He retu rned to  Lithuan ia  the 
summer of  1 995 to v is it with h is  "adopted" fami ly. 
L ike the respondents of L i thuan ian ancestry, many ethn ic  con­
verts fe l t  that the i r  adopted ident ity was strengthened by  the i r  t ravel to  
L i thuan ia .  Kev in  Parker  wrote that he ident i f ied more strong ly  w i th  h i s  
adopted homeland ,  and that he understood Lith uan ian p r ide  better afte r 
h i s  t r ip .  He fe lt that the increased knowledge he had of L i thuan ia and 
Lith uan ians gave h im a stronger  Lithuan ian-American ident ity. S im i lar ly, 
Sandy Bernaton is  wrote that her  v is it to Lithuan ia "has made me even 
p rouder to be Lithuanian when I see how they cher ish the i r  val ues." Darre l l  
Ke l ley was even more deeply affected by  h is  jou rney: 
Afte r be ing there ,  I be l ieve that Lithuan ia has someth ing  
valuable to  share w i th  the wor ld ;  how to tackle conf l ict 
non-v io lent ly and tr i umph of sp i r i t  over advers ity. A l ­
though certa in ly  not  the f i rst [count ry] i n  the world to do 
th is ,  i t  i s  the f i rst for me to be so int imately t ied to. 
Fo r some of the respondents,  the i r  tr ip to Lithuan ia made them 
want to become more i nvolved i n  L ithuan ian-American act iv it ies and with 
effo rts to help Lithuan ians :  
Darre l l  wrote that he wanted to be more active if he had 
t ime because,  "the peop le i n  Lithuan ia need peop le in  
[the] U .S .  to recogn ize the i r  cu l tu re as un ique and any 
part ic i pat ion he lps th is  end ." 
Constance Samalavici us wrote about how her  t r ip  changed her  percep­
t ion of L ithuan ian-American act iv it ies :  
My role has been bu i ld ing over the last 1 0  years , I expect 
it to keep doing so. I hope to be more active with National 
and I nternat ional p rogress for the needs of Lithuania .  
L isa Smith had s im i la r  goals as she wrote :  " I  wou ld  l i ke to go and g ive my 
he lp  o r  talents to rebu i ld  and he lp  f ix ,  that which need[s] f ix i ng ." M i ke 
Anderson wanted to extend h i s  act iv i t ies i nto Lithuan ia itself after h is  
v is it there :  " I  wou ld  l ive there for some t ime if there were someth ing  I 
cou ld do to he lp  Lithuan ia and its people ." 
Lithuan ian i ndependence strengthened the converts ' ident if ica­
t ion with Lithuan ia ,  much as it d id  for people of Lith uan ian descent. Kev in  
Parker wrote that L i thuan ian i ndependence gave h im  "even more rea­
son fo r hav ing  pr ide in L ith uan ian identity [and that] . . .  the personal  
94 
Kelly-Ethnic Conversions 
exper ience and f i rst hand stor ies about the i r  f igh t  made [h im] even more 
proud ." The combinat ion of i nvo lvement with L i thuan ian-Amer ican com­
mun it ies ,  t ravel to Lith uan ia ,  and the emot iona l  i mpact of L i thuan ian in ­
dependence a l l  served to create and re i nfo rce a L ithuan ian-American 
ethn ic  ident ity. 
Conclusion 
As can be seen f rom the above d iscuss ion ,  the acceptance or 
nonacceptance of non-Lithuan ians can be an important part of  how 
Lithuan ian-American g roups def ine themselves. Is it enough to s imp ly 
"feel"  Lith uan ian ,  o r  must there be someth i ng  e lse as we l l ?  I s  part ic i pat­
i ng  in fo l k  cu l ture enough ,  or must one learn the lang uage as wel l ?  Or, 
can one on ly be "L i thuan ian" if one has Lithuan ian "b lood" or takes p lace 
in a naming r itua l?  Through participant observat ion and analys is  of ques­
t i o n n a i res ,  I have been  ab le  to see t h e  i m p o rtant  ro les  that non ­
L i th uan ians  p l ay i n  t he  LOA and B e n d r u o m e n e .  Usua l l y  the  non ­
Lithuan ians are connected by  marr iage ,  bu t  somet imes the i r  on l y  con­
nect ion is an i nte rest i n  Lithuanian cu ltu re and/or the needs of Lithuanians 
i n  L ithuan ia .  These are just a few examples of the ethn ic  converts I have 
met and who shared the i r exper iences with me.  What is it that makes 
these people so eager to embrace the Lithuanian cause? As stated above, 
there were two main  reasons fo r th i s ;  fam i ly and formal  organ izat ions .  
Women part icu larly often be l ieve i t  is  important to pass on  an  ethn ic 
her itage to the i r  ch i l d ren .  If ethn ic  ident i ty has not been mainta ined i n  
one's own fam i ly, i t  i s  easy t o  be d rawn i nto a spouse 's ( o r  other  s i gn if i ­
cant  other's) ethn ic ident ity. 
A compar ison of the LOA and Bendruomene reveals that the 
LOA has a g reater to lerance for non-Li thuan ians and i ndeed to eth n ic 
L i thuan ian Amer icans.  The refugee exper ience perhaps p lays a ro le i n  
t h e  d i fferent eth n ic  boundar ies o f  t h e  two g roups .  For t h e  Bendruomene 
em ig res, i t  is important to be 1 00 percent L ithuan ian  and to mainta in  the 
language and cu ltu re for the inevitable return  to Lithuan ia .  For Lithuanian­
American ethn ics of both g roups and fo r you nger  em ig res ,  however, the 
def in it ion for who i s  and who is not L ithuan ian is  looser. Both communi ­
t ies are adapt ing  to changes i n  g roup compos i t ion th rough  the years as 
we l l  as g rapp l i ng  w i th  the real ity of  a f ree L i thuan ia .  
The efforts to mainta in  and const ruct L ithuan ian-Amer ican iden­
t i t ies t h rough fam i ly  structures and k i nwork he lp  dec ipher  the puzzle of  
why ethn ic  identity rema ins  sal ient even after generat ions i n  America. I n  
addi t ion ,  the study of eth n ic convers ions t h rough  formal  o rgan izat ions 
e m phas izes the constructed natu re of eth n i c  ident i ty. A l though  the 
L ithuan ians i n  Kansas Ci ty and Seatt le  no longer  l ive in  u rban v i l lages,  
they st i l l  cons ider  themse lves Lith uan ian Americans and form a commu­
n ity desp ite the lack of  ongo ing da i ly  i nteract ion w i th  fe l l ow Americans of 
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Lithuan ian descent .  I n  the absence of such i nteract ion ,  they must f i nd  
new ways to ma in ta in  and c reate the i r  eth n ic  ident ity. Among those ways 
are accept i ng  and even encourag ing  non-Lithuan ians to be fu l l  part ic i ­
pants i n  Lithuan ian-American commun it ies . 
Th is  art ic le reveals the important ro le of Lithuan ian-Amer ican 
ident ity construct ion and i ts ro le  in L i thuanian eth n ic renewa l .  The LOA 
is ab le to expand its sma l l  s ize by accept ing  non-Lithuan ians at a l l  leve ls 
of  the organizat ional structure .  By embracing al l  those who fee l  Lithuan ian ,  
the LOA has been successfu l  i n  mainta in ing a Lithuanian-American pres­
ence i n  the Kansas C ity area . Although Bendruomene has not been 
q u ite as to le rant of non-L i thuan ians or  even ethn ic Lithuan ian Amer i ­
cans,  the i r  eth n ic  boundar ies are becoming more permeable as they 
real ize that the sma l l  s ize of the Lithuan ian-American emigre popu lat ion 
i n  Seatt le l im its the i r  act iv i t ies.  I t  is  qu ite poss ib le that, had the two g roups 
adopted more r ig id  eth n ic  boundar ies ,  they wou ld have fou nd it i mpos­
sib le to sustai n Lithuan ian-American commun it ies in e i ther Seatt le or 
Kansas City. 
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Review Essay 
Harold A. McDougall .  Black Baltimore: A New Theory of Community. 
( P h i ladelphia,  PA : Tem ple Univers ity Press ,  1 993) 244 pp. ,  $ 1 5.00 
softbound.  And, W. Edward Orser. Blockbusting in Baltimore: The 
Edmondson Village Story. (Lexington , KY: University Press of Ken­
tucky, 1 994) 241 pp. ,  $39.95 hardbound. 
This essay seeks to make a comparative review of two books : 
1 )  Haro ld A. McDouga l l 's ,  Black Baltimore: A New Theory of Commu­
nity; a n d  2) W. Edward O rs e r 's , Blockbusting in Baltimore:  The 
Edmondson ViI/age Story. The method of p roced u re used i n  th is  review 
essay wi l l  descr ibe and evaluate the organ izat ional  structu re of the books 
in a th ree-fo ld manner :  1 )  summary of the texts ;  2) use of o ra l  h istory i n  
the texts;  a n d  3 )  contr ibut ion of books t o  o ra l  h i story l i teratu re a n d  con­
c lus ion ,  d raw ing  upon common themes between the two books. 
S u m mary 
In read ing  Black Baltimore by McDouga l l ,  I found the book to be 
pro l if ic ,  offer ing  an alte rnat ive ep istemology to conduct ing  commun ity 
stud i es .  The  cen t ra l  t heme of t h i s  book  focuses  o n  t he  concept  
"Balt imore 's B lack Vernacu lar  Commun ity." The autho r refe rs to B lack 
Vernacu lar  Cu lt u re as ,  "Sty les of speech ,  techn iques fo r bu i l d i ng  re la­
t ionsh ips ,  and modes of network ing"  (McDouga l l ,  p .  2) . 
Equa l ly  important ,  the sub-tit le ,  New Theory of Community, i n ­
corporates and  supp leme nts the  essential funct ion o f  cu l ture to  th i s  study. 
I ndeed , cu l tu re is a pr imary var iable i n  th is  book that p rovides a p ri sm to 
examine the ethos,  mythology, h isto ry, and motifs of Af r ican Americans 
i n  Balt imore ,  f rom the t u rn of the n i neteenth cent u ry up  to the 1 980s . 
Consequently, the relevance of cu lture is often t imes underscored 
in descri b i ng  and eva l uat ing  the Afr ican American exper ience:  thus ,  
McDougall counters this point effectively, and creates a paradigm that locates 
Blacks in Baltimore from within their own human and h istorical experie nces.  
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The author's use of oral h i stor iography provides an overview of 
Afr ican Ame rican m i g rat ion to Balt imore .  Th is  overview produces a con­
text to exp lore the nature ,  cause and consequence of  Af r ican Amer i ­
cans su rviva l -advancement i n  Balt imore .  Perhaps, McDougal l 's q uest 
i s  to i l l ustrate s ig n-posts that commun icate an i ncent ive of reaff i rmat ion 
for Af r ican American self-he lp .  From th is  h istor ical overview, the author  
po i nts out cons istent patterns of advers ity and strugg le  encou ntered by 
Afr ican Americans i n  the i r  attempt to locate a n iche with i n  the economic ,  
po l i t ica l ,  soc ia l ,  and pub l ic  sphere of  Balt imore .  
Although B lacks were confronted with inst i tut ional and i nd iv idu ­
a ls  rac ism ,  they were i ndomitable and cons istent ly ag itated fo r  j u st ice 
and equal ity. Another example the author points out is that African Ameri ­
cans th roug hout h isto ry have t ransformed and t ranscended the po l i t i ­
ca l  and  soc ia l  spheres of  Ba lt imore :  adopt i ng  ideo log ies  such  as 
D u Bo is ian  o r  Wash ington ism schoo ls  of  thought  (e . g . ,  l i be ra l  ve rsus  
conservat ive socia l  and pol i t ical  thoug ht) . Neve rthe less ,  themes such  
as sel f- he lp ,  co l lective-consc iousness ,  and socia l  respons i b i l ity we re 
cons istent ly ag itated with i n  the Afr ican Ame rican commun ity, regard ­
l ess  o f  whatever ideology emp loyed .  The  objective remained common 
"up l iftment o f  the  race . "  
McDouga l l  c rit ica l ly  and i n  deta i l  exami nes the evo lut ion and 
format ion of  B lack commun it ies i n  Balt imore ,  f rom the status of  func­
t iona l  to dysfunct ional  commun it ies .  S ign if icantly, th roughout th is  book 
McDouga l l  q ueries the stab i l ity of B lack leadersh ip and the co l lectivity of  
the Black masses i n  Balt imore to recogn ize a cu l tural , pol i t ical , eco­
nomic ,  and social mandate. 
Blockbusting Baltimore i s  an extremely val uable resou rce con­
cern i ng  organ izat ion structure and format ion o f  commun ity-ora l  h isto r io­
g raph ic  stud ies .  W i l l iam Orser descr ibes th is book as "a h istor ical study 
of rac ia l  change i n  the Edmondson V i l lage ." The t ime per iod exami ned 
is  1 9 1 0-1 980. Paradoxical ly, the emphas is of  th is  study is d rawn on  1 955-
1 965;  this pe riod accumu lates wh ites leav ing Edmondson V i l lage and 
Afr ican Americans taki ng  up occu pancy in this commun ity. I ndeed,  the 
latte r is  a pe riod of  p rotest and c iv i l  r ig hts i n  American h istory. 
The author queries a rt icu lat ions of the "mood , fee l i ngs ,  and re­
act ion"  of Afr ican American and E u ro-Ame rican migrants existence and 
f l i gh t  f rom the Edmondson V i l lage.  Equa l ly important, Orser  defi nes 
B lockbust ing  as " i ntent iona l  act ion of a rea l  estate operative to sett le an 
Afr ican American household i n  an a l l -wh ite ne ighborhood for the p u r­
pose of p rovok ing wh ite f l i ght i n  order  to make excessive p rofits by buy­
ing low from those who f led and se l l i ng  h igh to those who sought access 
to new hous ing opportu n it ies" (Orser, p. 4) . 
Orser throughout the book conS istently addresses the unresolved 
issues concern i ng  i nst itut iona l  and ind iv idual  rac ism in Balt imore ,  as it 
affected hous ing ,  economics ,  po l i t ics,  and social l ife . I ron ical ly, in order 
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for b lockbust ing  to exist in Balt imore ,  convent ional  wisdom of system­
at ic subord inat ion wou ld  have to be emp loyed to insu re the c reat ion and 
consequence of  subo rd inate g roup  status .  The author effect ive ly shows 
patterns of t h i s  d i l emma in the  text . He adds that the  evol ut ion of 
Edmondson V i l lage u n iq ueness was c reated by h istor iog raph ic context , 
which eventua l ly supported the concept of b lockbust i ng .  
Use o f  Oral H i story 
McDouga l l 's use of o ra l  h i story in Black Baltimore i s  extremely 
effect ive. Select ion of resource personne l  i s  ba lanced and rep resents 
African Ame ricans across a spect rum of c lass leve ls .  Fo r example ,  the 
i nterview conducted with W i l l iam M u rp hy, S r. ,  p rov ided an  abundance 
of ora l  h i storiog raphy conce rn i ng  economics ,  po l i t ics , and social c lass 
of the Af r ican Ame r ican co mmun ity in Ba l t i more .  As an  aside,  the 
M u rphy's are sti l l  cons idered an affl uent Af r ican American fami ly  i n  Bal­
t imore today. Other  in terv iews we re equa l ly i mportant and represented 
personnel from Black rel ig ious,  f raterna l ,  pol it ica l ,  and social  organ izations.  
Altogether, McDougal l  has exh ibited an alternative knowledge base i n  con­
ducting commun ity studies, use of oral h istory, and present ing crit ical query 
for the development and advancement of African Americans. 
Blockbusting Baltimore uses an abundance of ora l  h istory. Orser 
points out i n  the p reface that th is study is based on t h i rty o ra l  h isto ry 
interviews conducted over a ten year  per iod . The personne l  cons isted 
of B lack and Wh ite res idents of Edmondson V i l lage. Such in-depth analy­
sis and use of o ra l  h istoriography p rovides a pr ism to descr ibe and eva lu­
ate the h u man exper ience i n  th is  commun ity f rom a "shared authority." 
Col lect ive ly, the use of o ra l  h i sto ry i n  both books is  effect ive and i l l us­
trates appl ied research  and analyt ical  too ls  for research  and writ i ng  in  
theory, memory and methodology i n  o ra l  h i sto ry. 
Contribution to Oral H i story/Conclusion 
Fina l ly, the two books reviewed i n  th is  essay make a s ign if icant 
contr ibut ion to the l i teratu re and i nte l lectua l  study of o ra l  h istor iography. 
I n  genera l ,  the authors are successfu l  i n  p rovid i ng  new mate ria l ,  new 
knowledge and new mean ings  for i nte rp ret i ng  commun ity stud ies .  Even 
more important ,  McDouga l l  and Orser  i nd icate the i r  i nterest and social 
i nteract ion i n  Balt i more :  therefore , th is po int i s  re lat ive in locati ng  the i r  
i nterpretat ive-analys is about  cu l tu re ,  soc ia l  and h isto r ical i nteract ion of 
B lack and Wh ite res idents of Balt imore .  
F u rthe rmore ,  the authors '  d raw u pon common themes o f  mu l ­
t i p l e  art icu lat ions that locate issues such as cu l tu re ,  race ,  ethn ic  ident i ty, 
c lass,  ed ucation ,  and socia l  strat i f icat ion  w it h i n  th is  study. S imp ly  put ,  
f rom read ing  both books , I was cha l lenged to answer two q uest ions :  1 )  
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How am I i nteg rat i ng  th i s  i nfo rmat ion i nto my knowledge base; and 2) 
Where does d ia logue beg i n  in examin i ng  race re lat ions when g roups 
view real ity d iffe rent ly? Overa l l  the two authors '  attempts to c ri t ica l ly 
d i scuss these issues is  effect ive and p rovides me with a re- i ntegrative 
facto r i n  putt ing  together  ongo ing analys is  of new knowledge and con­
sc iousness.  
James L.  Conyers 
The Un ive rs ity of Nebraska at Omaha 
Book Reviews 
Eve Harris (Director and P roducer).  Secret Jews of the H i s panic  
Southwest. Eve H arris,  568 1 2th Avenue,  Apt. A,  San Franc i sco,  
CA 941 1 8 ; (41 5-387-7934) . 1 /2" V H S  vi deocassette, 1 8 : 09 m i n utes . 
1 995.  $20.00 ( inc l udes s h i p p i n g  and handl ing) .  
Althoug h th i s  f i lm i s  short ,  i t  i s  sweet to the eyes and ears .  The 
sto ry is  b r ief and may appear s imp le ,  but its ram if icat ions are extens ive, 
reach ing  back i nto the d i stant past and extend ing  from the present i nto 
the futu re regard i ng  complex matte rs of ethn ic ity and ethn ic  ident i t ies .  
The mate r ia l  is part icu larly s i gn if icant to those i nvolved i n  H ispan ic and 
Judaic stud ies.  Beyond those areas , however, the data p resent some 
cha l lenges to def i n it ions of  ethn ic ity, the perceived longevity of  certa i n  
g roup  and i nd iv idua l  eth n ic ident i t ies ,  and ou r  knowledge o f  the p ro­
cesses of cu l ture change .  
As imp l ied i n  the t i t le  of  the f i lm ,  Harr is i s  explor i ng  i nd iv idua l  
and fami ly  ident i t ies that are ,  o r  have been u nt i l  recently, he ld  i n  secret. 
Th is  s i tuat ion ,  of cou rse ,  sets some serious methodological  l i mits to as 
f u l l  an examinat ion as one wou ld  be able to cond uct, fo r example ,  on 
H i spanics ,  Amer ican I nd ians ,  Afr ican Amer ican ,  Latv ian Amer icans,  o r  
Jews who  are not t ry ing to  conceal the i r  ident i t ies.  The  c i rcumstances 
also g ive r ise to some controvers ies ,  often b itter, especia l ly among ce r­
ta i n Jewish scholars who essent ia l ly  deny that sec ret Jews cou ld  ex ist i n  
t h e  American southwest. I n  some q uarters, t h e  i nvest igat ion o f  such a 
possibi l ity is almost taboo. On the other  hand, the l iteratu re on secret Jews 
(also referred to as H idden Jews , Crypto-Jews , or Marranos) in Spain ,  
Portugal and  Lat in  America is  fai rly extens ive. Crypto-Judaism has con­
t inued to some deg ree i n  those areas and today ind iv iduals in consider­
able numbers are coming out of the i r  c landest ine closets . Is it imposs ib le 
that s imi lar processes are occu rring today i n  the American southwest? 
Despite these l im itations ,  Harris g ives a fascinat ing g l impse into 
th is quest ion. With fund ing from the Tucson/Pima Arts Counc i l  and the 
Tucson Commun ity Cable Corporat ion ,  she i nterviews fou r  i nformants who 
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report the fo l lowing kinds of behavior  in the i r  otherwise H ispanic Cathol ic 
fami l ies: g randmothers who fu rtively l it candles on Friday even ings ,  fam i­
l ies who refrained from work on Satu rdays, a ranch fami ly who raised pigs 
but would not eat pork, another fami ly whose members were "al lerg ic" to 
pork, and meals at which mi lk was not served along with meat. Over the 
centu ries these practices have apparently lost their ori g i nal ritual mean­
ings and thei r context with i n  Judaism per se, someth ing  akin to b iological 
organs that have become vest ig ial i n  organic evo lut ion . Yet into the twen­
t ieth centu ry, H ispanic elders carry on these practices, not knowing the 
reasons why but cautiously whisperi ng  to their g randch i ld ren ,  "Somos 
Jud ios" ("We are Jews") .  The aunt of one H ispanic i nformant further told 
her n iece that they were "Levines," probably not ful ly understand ing the 
reference to the Levites or temple attendant p riests i n  t rad it ional Judaism. 
Although these fou r  i nformants ag reed to face Harris '  camera,  most ind i ­
v iduals involved i n  these secret pract ices would not do so.  One of the 
interviewees explains this fact forcefu l ly: ''The imperative not to te l l  is strong." 
This imperative of secrecy is  fu rther revealed as Harris turns her 
camera on Stanley Hordes, former state h istor ian for New Mexico. Hordes 
describes how the Sephardic Jews in Spain and Portugal were fo rced to 
convert or be expel led from I beria in  1 492. Many of these "Conversos" or 
"New Christ ians" escaped to the front iers of the New World where the 
I nqu is it ion conti nued but with somewhat less eff ic iency than i n  thei r Euro­
pean homeland. In one old adobe house in New Mexico, Hordes found 
next to a crucif ix an object covered by many layers of paint :  it was a 
mezuzah (a doorpost amulet contain ing  Hebrew prayers) .  The conti nua­
t ion of these ritual pract ices and shreds of identity, though vest ig ial , are 
certainly i ntrigu ing .  Even more astound ing is the clear and pervasive sense 
of fear which people feel today as a consequence of events that occu rred 
f ive hundred years ago. 
In sum, th is fi lm  offers an opportun ity to ponder matters of ethn ic ity 
and personal identif icat ion via an excel lent videograph ic p iece: the south­
western scenery is d ramat ic ,  the interviewees engag ing ,  and the back­
g round Sephard ic music poignant. 
David M. G radwoh l  
Iowa State U n ivers ity 
David A. H o l l i nger. Postethnic America:  Beyond M u lt icu ltura l i s m .  
( New York: B a s i c  Books,  1 995) 2 1 0 p p . ,  $ 1 3 .00 paper. 
This important vo l ume by the d i st i ngu ished i nte l lectua l  h isto­
r ian ,  David Hol l i nger, so rts t h rough key mu l t icu l tural issues and br ings a 
much needed freshness to a ve ry sta le ,  angry debate . I n  out l i n i ng  the 
soc ia l  contours of a postethn ic  Amer ica,  he descr ibes a cou ntry less 
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obsessed with race and ethn ic ity, and open to the fo rg i ng  of social  bonds 
between people of d ifferent he ritages of descent .  U n l i ke many cr i t i ­
c isms of mu l t icu l tu ral i sm ,  Ho l l i nger's posteth n ic v is ion remains atten­
t ive to ethn ic  d i ffe rence wh i le  po int ing u p  the re levance and val ue of  an 
American nat iona l  cu ltu re .  Those heav i ly  i nvested i n  shori n g  up  rac ia l  
and ethn ic bou ndar ies w i l l  su re ly res ist the author's depict ion of a less 
f ragmented postethn ic  America. 
Fol lowing  his i nt rod uction ,  Ho l l i nger  lays out h is arg u ment in 
f ive c losely reasoned chapte rs , beg i nn i ng  with an examinat ion of the 
d iffe rences between ascr ipt ion and choice i n  the fo rmat ion of socia l  
groups.  M u lt icu l tu ra l i sm ,  i n  its p romotion of d ive rs ity, has now conferred 
on  the federa l  government's "eth no-rac ia l  pentagon"- -Eu ro-American ,  
African American , Asian American ,  Lat ino, Native American--a very doubt­
fu l  cu ltu ral real ity. At the same t ime,  people of mixed-race parentage ,  
assert i ng  the va lue  of  cho ice and self-def in it ion , cha l lenge the c lass i f i ­
cation .  In a postethn ic  America, an Alex Haley might  j ust as we l l  seek 
out h i s  I ri sh  roots without rais i ng  eyebrows or  object ions that the "one 
d rop ru le" i rrevocably def ines who is  B lack. 
M u lt icu l tural ism emerged f rom a steady movement s i nce World 
War I I  from "species-cente red to ethnos-centered d iscou rse." Ho l l i nger  
refe rs to  various books making  c la ims about the genera l  characte rist ics 
of h u man ity (e . g .  the Kinsey reports) that proved to be cu l tu re or  class 
bound--the local masquerad ing  as the un ive rsal . M u lt icu l tu ra l i sm ,  ac­
cord i ng ly, has focused on narrow commun it ies of descent in a dete r­
m i ned reject ion of the search of un iversa ls .  L ike its antecedent ,  cu l tu ra l  
p l u ra l i sm ,  th is  recalc i trant perspective emphas izes exc lusive , ascribed 
social  boundar ies .  I t  remains ind iffe rent ,  if not host i le ,  both to the idea of 
a nationa l  cu ltu re and to social  aff i l iat ions not def ined by eth n ic or  rac ia l  
crite r ia. By contrast, a l iberal stra in  with in  mult icu ltu ra l ism--what Ho l l i nger  
ca l l s  "cosmopol itan"--va lues d ivers i ty, yet shares wi th  un iversa l ism a fun­
damental interest i n  the common g roup between peop le .  
A postethn ic America wou ld  bu i ld  on the cosmopol itan world 
v iew. The "eth no-rac ia l "  aspect of ident ity wou ld  not be ec l i psed but 
mere ly reduced i n  importance . Postethn ic ity emphas izes choice over 
g roup presc r ipt ion and the format ion of mu l t ip le affi l iat ions .  The ethno­
rac ia l  e lement wou ld the refore rep resent one among many bases of 
be long i ng .  The cu ltu ra l  locales of ident ity wou ld  be capac ious and un­
conf ined .  Moreover, the cosmopol itan v iew regards the c iv ic  character 
of the Ame rican nat ion as an effect ive mediato r between  the part icu lar i ­
t ies of an ethn ic ity res istant to non-ethn ic  soc ia l  format ions and a un i ­
versa l ism equal ly  resol ute i n  i gnor i ng  local d iffe rences. Fu l ly aware of 
the d iff icu lt ies of ach iev ing postethn ic ity, Ho l l i nger  d iscusses some ob­
stac les in his b rief ep i logue .  Part icu larly vex ing is  the perpetuat ion of 
poverty in B lack America because educat ional  and economic opportun i ­
t ies are often beyond reach .  The refore, the poss ib i l i ty o f  test ing  bound-
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ary permeabi l ity- -a cornerstone of the postethn ic  o rder- - remains remote, 
and ethno-rac ia l  identit ies harden as a consequence.  
Postethnic America cogent ly  examines mu lt icu l tura l i sm against 
the backd rop of the author's moral  unease about the eth n ic and rac ia l  
fau lt l i nes runn i ng  across the U n ited States . I t  commands the attent ion 
of anyone concerned about race ,  ethn icity and the American futu re. 
Jack G laz ier  
Oberl i n  Co l lege 
Maria P. P. R oot. The Multiracial Experience: Racial Borders a s  the 
New Frontier. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1 996.)  
Mar ia Root's co l lect ion of read ings  cogn it ive ly  and emotiona l ly  
engage the reader i n  the psychosocial  exper ience of be i ng  mu l t i rac ia l .  
These read ings a lso foste r a cr i t ical aware ness of  the imp l icat ions of 
ris i ng  numbers of mu lt i racial  pe rsons for issues of i nter-g roup race re la­
t ions and nat ional  ident ity. Th is awareness fo rces reade rs to re-exam­
ine the mean ings and construct ion of race beyond the t rad i t ional  f ive 
monorac ia l  catego ries trad it iona l ly  used to gather  census data. 
The book is  we l l  o rgan ized and beg i ns  with a d ia log of imp l ica­
t ions of de jure and de facto aspects of the American t rad i t ion of rac ia l  
c lassif icat ion by hypodescent ,  o r  the "one d rop ru le . "  D iscuss ion cen­
ters on the government's ro le i n  the perpetuat ion of th is  blatantly rac ist 
idea l ,  rep resented by O M B  Di rect ive 1 5 , which estab l ishes the race and 
ethn ic standards for federa l  stat ist ics. Particu larly ins ightfu l  is the ins ider's 
look at the debate among and between rac ia l/ethn ic  m inority g roups on 
imp l icat ions for po l it ics of  co l lective ident ity of amend ing  th is  d i rective 
by inc lud ing a mu l t i racial  c lassif icat ion .  Fo r i nstance,  the addit ion of a 
"mu lt i racial" category cou ld  p lay an important part i n  d ismantl i ng  rac ia l  
construct ion as we know it today and , i n  the p rocess ,  respect the iden­
t i ty r ig hts of mu lt i rac ia l  i nd iv idua ls  who m ust negot iate m i nef ie lds of po­
l it ical and social ident i f icat ion .  On  the othe r hand ,  the seeming  contra­
d ict ion of B lacks' i ns istence of maintai n i ng  the one d rop ru le in the i r 
strugg le  against wh ite domi nat ion is we l l  represented . 
The essence of the book is the confrontat ion with the t rad i t ional  
structu ral and h ie rarchical  issues to be faced as the nat ion pu rsues the 
d ialog of race identity and race re lat ions ,  espec ia l ly  as these are com­
m ing led wi th issues of gender, sexual  or ientat ion ,  soc ia l  c lass ,  and b io­
log ical ve rsus  cu l tural  dete rmi nants of  ident i ty. D iscuss ion i nc l udes non­
obvious i mpl icat ions of  today's d iv is ive issues, such as crit ical roles p layed 
by mu lt icu lt u ral  educat ion and d ivers ity in the c lassroom in mi t igat i ng  
the  effects o f  rac ism i n  society, the ro le o f  t rans rac ia l  adopt ions i n  exac­
e rbat ing  the ste reotype that Black parents a re not i nterested in adopt ion 
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and i n  s u rmount ing rac ia l  po l it ics i n  provid i ng  for ch i l d ren ,  and on  the 
h i story of aff i l i at ion and conf l ict between B lacks and Jews. 
This confrontat ion with nat ional issues has seemed to overwhelm 
issues of personal  rac ia l/ethn ic ident i ty such that mu lt i rac ia ls have been 
forced to develop st rateg ies to negot iate the borders of race.  St rateg ies 
range f rom us ing  s ituat iona l  ethn ic ity and , hav ing l i ngu i st ic f lex ib i l i ty, to  
the ab i l ity to s imu ltaneous ly embrace mu l t ip le  perspectives. These "bor­
der cross i ngs" by mu lt i rac ia l  i nd iv iduals defy the t rad i t ional  monorac ia l  
c lass if icat ions of  race and fo rce us to th i nk  of  ways i n  wh ich the new 
d ialog may he lp  d ismant le negative construct ions of race .  In the f i na l  
analys is ,  the author  leads us to  a d iscuss ion ,  not  on ly of  i nd iv idua l  race 
ident ity in p rocess, but the more profound imp l icat ions of nat iona l  iden­
t ity. By re leas i ng  i ts  f i rm ho ld on the ru le of  hypodescent ,  the U n ited 
States i s  i tself in the p rocess of a new identity which may br ing  the coun ­
t ry f u l l  c i rc le  to  the or ig i na l  not ion o f  t he  ideal  o f  a "melt i ng  pot." 
Yo landa F lores N iemann 
E .  L inco ln  James 
Wash i ngton State Un ivers ity 
Vernon J. W i l l i a m s ,  J r. Rethinking Race: Franz Boas and His Con­
temporaries. ( Lex i n gton : U n ivers ity Press of Kentucky, 1 996) 1 52 
p p . ,  $34.95 clot h ,  $ 1 5 .95 paper. 
The term "J i m  C row I I " i s  f req uent ly used by Af r ican Amer icans 
to descr ibe contemporary American race re lat ions ,  by wh ich they mean 
that j ust as lega l  seg regat ion ,  lynch ing  and vot ing  rest rict ions fo l lowed 
emanc ipat ion ,  so has a period of rac ist react ion fo l lowed the successes 
of the C iv i l  R i ghts movement .  W i l l iams sees paral le ls  between the two 
periods :  "I have attempted to descr ibe and analyze the ideas of persons 
who p rovided , i n  a t ime comparable to ou r  own, the bases of  soph i st i ­
cated d iscuss ion of race and race re lat ions . "  Wi l l iams i s  too good a 
h i stor ian to sett le  for mere ly demonstrat ing para l le ls ;  he a lso traces the 
cont i nu i ng  conf l ict between Ame rican soc ia l  science wh ich ,  with some 
notable except ions ,  has been aggressively ant i - racist s i nce the 1 930s ,  
a n d  Amer ica's deeply i ng ra i ned rac ism.  
Franz Boas , born i nto a German Jewish  househo ld ,  and de­
scr i bed by W i l l iams as the "father  of modern Amer ican anth ropology," 
is the p ivotal f i g u re i n  Rethinking Race. I n  h i s  work and h i s  re lat ions 
with co l leag ues ,  wh ite and B lack ,  Boas embod ied wh ite Ame rica's con­
f l i ct i ng  ideas about race .  O nce Boas "had estab l is hed that wh ite p rej u ­
d ice was the majo r  obstac le to b lack p rogress,  rather  t han  assu med 
i n nate rac ia l  t ra i ts ,  i t became exceed i ng ly d iff icu lt fo r anth ropology and 
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socio logy" to j ustify Amer ican rac ism .  Howeve r, Boas h i mself  was not 
f u l ly convinced that B lacks were ab le to p roduce as many "men of h i g h  
gen ius '  " a s  were wh ites, a l though  he  d i d  argue  that not a l l  B lacks we re 
inte l lectua l ly  i nfe r ior to a l l  wh ites and that rac ist legal barr iers were there­
fo re unfa i r. 
Wi l l iams t races the complex web of i nst i tut iona l ,  academic and 
pe rsonal re lat ionsh ips a long wh ich  Boas '  ideas moved d u ri ng  the f i rst 
fou r  decades of the twent ieth centu ry. He does so by d rawing on the 
correspondence of  Boas h imself as we l l  as on that of  such lead ing  f ig ­
u res as W. E . B . DuBois ,  Carter G .  Woodson ,  Robert E .  Park, and Booker  
T. Wash i ngton .  Wash i ngton " i n it ia l ly conceived o f  h i s  Af rican ancesto rs 
as pr im it ive barbarians" and exonerated "white Southe rners of respon­
s ib i l ity fo r the so-ca l led Negro prob lem and p laced it  sq uarely on the 
shou lders of  blacks. Learn ing  the v i rtues of  common labor, he be l ieved , 
wou ld  y ie ld far more ga ins than pol i t ics." Wash ington also i ns isted that 
d u ri ng  Reconstruct ion ,  B lacks had re l ied far too much on the federa l  
gove rn ment and had not done enough for themselves. But in f luenced 
by Boas, Wash i ngton changed h is posit ion ,  not i ng  i n  a 1 9 1 5  speech that 
wh i le  the Afr ican American was be l ieved to be i nfe r ior, i n  p ract ice "the 
idea appears to be that he is  a sort of superman.  He is expected wi th  
about  one f ifth of  what wh ites rece ived for the i r  educat ion to make as 
much prog ress as they are making . "  
I n  t rac ing  the i nf luence o f  Boas' ideas as  they were refracted 
th rough such wh ite i nst itut ions as Co lumbia U n ivers ity, the Rosenwald 
Foundat ion ,  and the Amer ican Associat ion of U n ive rs ity P rofessors ,  and 
such B lack ones as Howard Un ive rs ity, the Associat ion fo r the Study of 
Negro L ife and H istory, and The Negro Year Book, Wi l l iams writes a 
h istory that is ne i ther i nte l lectua l  nor  soc ia l ,  but carefu l ly  examines the 
complex i nterplay of ideas , patronage (academic ,  i nst itut ional  and f i ­
nancia l ) ,  and organ izat ions .  W i l l iams demonstrates that the ideas he ld  
by B lacks were not  f ree f loat i ng  but  were enmeshed i n  organ izat iona l ,  
profess iona l ,  and personal re lationsh ips ,  and he shows that B lacks we re 
not people to whom th ings happened , but rather  p layed a strong ro le i n  
f ight ing rac is m .  Boas suffered a fatal heart attack w h i l e  denounc i ng  
Naz i  ant i -semit ism i n  1 942,  but  acco rd i ng  to  Wi l l iams had  al ready re­
ceived strong support i n  h i s  attacks on  H it le r's race theo ries f rom many 
Afr ican American i ntel lectua ls .  
Wi l l iams obse rves "that on ly  by u nderstand i ng  the p re - 1 945 
social sc ient i f ic  scho larsh i p  on African Americans can we come to an 
understand i ng  of the i r potent ia l  contri but ion(s) and dest iny i n  the twenty­
f i rst centu ry." Rethinking Race i s  a good p lace to beg i n  th is  under­
stand i ng .  
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